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Abstract 

Russia made a comeback to global geopolitical chessboard by militarily intervening in 

the Syrian civil war in 2015. Although, Russia had made an intervention in Ukraine crisis 

but that was right in the former Soviet space and did not mean Russia would be back in 

the business as a global player. This paper asks why Russia decided to militarily 

intervene in the Syrian conflict by digging into Russia’s historical interests in Syria and 

the contemporary geo-strategic interests. It argues that Russian intervention In Syria, 

although was an outcome of various factors, but the most important factor was to 

counter US intervention in Syria that it led in 2014. It also argues that in the event of 

Assad regime’s collapse that US-led intervention attempted, Russia was about to deal 

with a cost much greater than the cost it was to bear by militarily intervening in the 

Syrian conflict.  
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Introduction 

Russia’s foreign policy on Syria is enigmatic for political analysts, experts of 

International relations and researchers. As the USSR collapsed, Moscow chose to 

isolate itself from Middle Eastern affairs. It never displayed such steadfastness in 

protecting its Middle Eastern allies as it has shown in the case of Bashar al Assad’s 

regime. For the past few years, International researchers and scholars have been 

offering a wide range of theories to explain the enigmatic alignment of Moscow with 

Damascus in the latter’s turbulent times. To unlock this puzzle, Russia’s close 

cooperation with Syria in political, economic and military affairs needs to be analyzed in 

depth. With that, Moscow’s relations with the other regional players like Iran, Israel and 

Turkey are also essential in uncovering the Russian interests behind intervention. 

With the unfolding of violence in Syria, Russia’s diplomatic support to Assad regime 

came quick, without any delay. The UN Security Council failed to adopt its very first 

resolution, in October 2011, on condemning Assad’s use of force against protesters 

because two of the members, i.e., Russia and China vetoed it.  Russia justified its 

exercising of veto power on the matter by denying that the Syrian problem was only 

rooted in the use of force by Assad regime on the protesters. Despite officially negating, 

Russia went on to advocate Syrian regime in the Security Council by shifting the blame 

upon the rebel which Moscow saw as killing people and capturing territories to bring 

forward a quick regime change against the will of majority population.  Up until the 

military Intervention in 2015, Russia had vetoed 4 resolutions in Security Council on 

Syrian Conflict.  

By September 30, 2015, the day Russian military started its military operations in Syria. 

The Syrian regime was on the verge of collapsing and the experts had started to predict 

that Assad could not sustain any longer. This was the very reason that Assad officially 

requested Russia to provide military aid against his enemies. This request offered 

Russia the opportunity it had been looking forward to, for some time. However this was 

not an easy go for Moscow since America had already lead military intervention in Syria 
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a year earlier in September 2014. Russia decided to go, despite knowing the possible 

costs. 

The military intervention was a risk that Putin took but subsequent actions proved him 

right. Russian assistance made Assad’s survival possible against the so called “Islamic 

State” and Syrian rebels. Russian Air force has effectively neutralized the ability of anti-

Assad forces to capture territories and proceed in their mission, i.e. toppling regime. It 

did bring Russia and America against each other but has led to a strong Russian 

comeback into Global politics in general and the Middle East in particular.  

Assad’s key tactic to preserve his regime has been awarding the minorities of Syria, 

most notably, the Alawites that form around 10% of the Syrian population. There is a lot 

of support for Assad from Syrian Alawites and Christians and Russia has been able to 

get its benefit. United States, on the other hand, has been hesitant in deploying troops 

on ground in Syria and this reluctance has allowed the deployment of Russian forces. 

The two main opponents of Assad Regime in Middle East, i.e. Turkey and Saudi Arabia 

have had diverse opinions and this was also utilized by Russia to its benefit. Saudi Arabia 

has become more involved in the Yemen crisis while Turkey changed its position and 

joined Russian camp as it needed help in securing its Southern Border by eliminating 

Kurdish militant camps that are extension of Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) declared 

as a terrorist outfit in Turkey. Russia gave the help and in return Turkey helped Russia 

solve Aleppo problem in 2016. 

Russian intervention turned tables for Bashar al Assad who managed to make a 

significant recovery. Russia has been able to avert the collapse of Syrian Regime along 

with Iran, Iranian militias, Iranian organized foreign militants that come from Iraq, 

Afghanistan and Pakistan and Lebanon based Hezbollah that also acts as an Iranian 

proxy. This leads to questioning the critical importance of survival of Assad regime in 

the eyes of Moscow. While Russia’s political and strategic ambitions in Syria exist since 

the very first day of the unleashing of the conflict, the military intervention came four 

years later, i.e. in September 2015. This paper looks into the motives behind Moscow’s 

military intervention and attempts to address the primary cause of force deployment.    
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This paper also considers different opinions, which speak of Russia’s National security 

concerns, regional ambitions, protection of strategic assets and global power projection 

behind military deployment. It also attempts to weigh the cost of Russia’s military 

intervention and the cost of fall of Assad’s regime for Syria. It presents a comparative 

analysis of both as a guide to uncovering the primary reason for deployment of Russian 

boots in Syria.  

The paper begins with description of historical perspective of Russian interest in Middle 

East from Czarist Russia, to Soviet Union to Russian Federation. It also sheds light on 

the history of Russian involvement in Syria during Vladimir Putin’s regime. It then 

discusses Syrian Civil War and events that led to Russian Intervention in 2015. It sheds 

light on Russian motives in terms of political and strategic interests and attempts to 

explain US involvement, interference in Syrian Civil war and its connection to The 

Russian troop deployment in Syria in 2015. Finally. it weighs two possible costs of 

Assad’s fall and Russian intervention for Russia and explains why it was rational 

decision to proceed with. 

Historical Background of Russian interest in Syria 

To dig deep into the motives of Russian Military intervention, it is of critical importance 

to look at the Russia’s political engagements and aggressive diplomacy in the past. 

Russia’s attempts to seek authority in the Middle East and tackle U.S. interests in the 

region pre-existed Russian deployment of troops in Syria in September 2015. In the 

nineteenth century, Czarist Russia started stretching its influence the Middle East. 

Afterwards, the USSR carried the initiative forward and remained diplomatically as well 

as militarily active in the region for almost fifty years and succeeded in bolstering its 

authority as well as influence Its successor the Soviet Union worked for at least half a 

century to bolster its influence in the region and countered the Western block which was 

led by United States. 

The Soviet Union pledged support to the cause of creation of a Zionist state, just after 

the Second World War but it changed its foreign policy and started supporting radical 
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Arab nationalists. This happened primarily because of the developments and 

requirements of Cold war with USA. The Soviets also had started seeing the Arab states 

in general and Egypt, Syria and Iraq in particular as the future communist states.  

 Supplying weapons to proxies in the Middle East was a key Soviet tactic during the Cold 

war. USSR offered economic aid to Middle Eastern countries in 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.  

Russia assisted in building Egypt’s Aswan Hydroelectric dam. It also helped Iran build 

steel mills while to Syria; the greatest assistance from USSR had come in the form of 

Euphrates dam. USSR provided security infrastructure aid to South Yemen via West 

Germany.  Soviet Union’s role in the Middle East came to an end after Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait in August 1990 and Madrid Peace conference 1991. 

 As the USSR collapsed in 1991, the Russian president Boris Yeltsin adopted a policy of 

retreat from Middle East for the first time. This self-imposed isolation had become 

inevitable due to Russia’s internal political turmoil and crippled economy. 

Russia returned to the Middle East as soon as Vladimir Putin rose to power in Russia in 

May 2000. Putin’s assertive stance, which may also be termed anti-west in a sense, is 

deeply rooted in the vision of Yevgeny Primakov. The latter adopted a relatively hawkish 

foreign policy as he became foreign minister in 1996 and then served as Russian prime 

minister from 1998 to 1999.Primakovwas an expert Arabist. The Anti-West posture he 

adopted became completely evident when, on his way to Washington, he decided to fly 

back to Moscow as he was informed about the decision of USA and NATO forces to 

deliver airstrikes on Serbian targets in Kosovo and Serbia.  This critical decision defined 

a new Russia that was willing to counter US and its allies again, not just in one particular 

region but wherever it mattered for Russia.  

History of Russian ties with Syria 

Moscow established its diplomatic links with Syria in 1944, even before the country was 

formally recognized as an independent state on April 17, 1946. Syria was probably more 

important to the USSR than other Arab nations for two reasons: its geopolitical location 
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provided a chance to outflank Turkey and Iraq, which were firmly in the Western camp, 

and the Syrian Communist Party and its allies had already acquired some influence. 

When Vladimir Putin ascended to power, he embarked on a mission of fixing the 

country’s crippled economy. In his first term that lasted from 2000 to 2004, Annual 

income of a Russian citizen increased by 26%.   As Russia started regaining its economic 

power, Its plans of a robust foreign policy especially towards Middle East in general and 

Syria in particular started becoming evident again. Syria under Hafez al Assad has been 

an important Russian ally in the region. Syrian Vice President Abdel Halim visited 

Moscow in January 2003. He carried Bashar Al-Assad’s message to the Russian 

government and conveyed his desire to call on Russian leaders. His words ‘‘the time has 

come for Russian-Syrian relations to resume the right course” showed that Syria was 

keen on entering into a strategic alliance with Russia. 

There are certain critical interests of Moscow’s desire of preserving stable or even 

cordial relations with Syria. The most important is to keep the remaining Russian 

influence in the Arab world alive via Syria. Not only does this help Russia act as an Arab-

Israel mediator but it also gives Russia the opportunity to claim cosponsoring of peace 

in Middle East, thus acting as a regional and at times global power. Another important 

reason behind preserving good ties with Damascus and others in Middle East is the 

internal security situation of Russia. Chechnya has been a continuous hub of resistance 

to Russian government and has acted as a home to religious extremism. With that, 

Russia’s revisionist approach helps us understand that It is not willing to give up on 

countering US hegemony in the Middle Eastern region and for that matter, Syria offers 

a perfect alliance. Finally, Syria is an importer of Russian arms and is a good market for 

Russian military equipment, though Moscow does not provide sophisticated weaponry 

to Damascus for political purposed but nevertheless, it does not want to lose an 

important buyer of its arms. 

Another important factor in Syria’s importance to Russia is the pipeline politics. World’s 

largest gas field in the world is shared by Qatar and Iran. Qatar has been in close 

collaboration with the European Union. Any link that Qatar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia 
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would develop, will have to pass through Syria. While Syria’s economy has been totally 

collapsed during the seven years of Civil war, its allies in the war, i.e Iran and Russia 

can offer gas as both are rich in the resource. Thus remaining at good terms with Syria 

provides Russia and also Iran, the opportunity to export gas and rebuild the war-torn 

country in exchange of huge economic gains. 

Syrian Civil War and Russian Military Intervention 

Syrian Civil war started as a domestic political crisis in the beginning of 2011. However, 

the crisis transformed into a civil war when the Syrian Army opened fire on protesters 

who had come out into the streets to protest against abduction of political prisoners and 

to demand democratic reforms. This sheer use of force caused a faction of Syrian Army 

turn against the regime in July 2011. Assad regime resorted to brutal tactics to halt the 

uprising that could lead to the toppling of regime. Syria’s religious minority groups 

including most notably the Alawites and Christians were delivered false reports which 

claimed that the protesters “who formed around from 74% of the population who were 

Sunni Muslim Arabs, were Islamist radicals determined to slaughter them.”  This 

frightened many of the minorities to support Assad. In the government crackdown, 

thousands were detained and tortured. The regime forces also sexually assaulted many 

female protesters.  

The important development from International perspective in 2011 was the alignment of 

Turkey and Qatar with anti-Assad forces within two months, i.e. July and August.  During 

these times, Free Syrian Army, a rebel faction was formed out of Syrian Arab Army and 

turned against the regime. This was the real beginning of a civil war as the two factions 

now started fighting over territory and control. This defection became a trend and more 

and more Syrian Arab Army soldiers joined the rebels. In 2012, Turkey and Western 

intelligence encouraged a new military strategy for the rebels.  Instead of trying hard to 

capture the urban centers which were meticulously guarded, the rebels started aiming 

at Assad’s isolated military bases. This strategy worked well and the rebels started 

gaining territory as well as significantly loosened Assad’s military grip.  
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Seeking advantage from the Syrian Conflict, Iraqi militant Al-Baghdadi dispatched his 

fighters and officers across the border into Syria and renamed his Islamic State of Iraq 

to Islamic State of Iraq and Al-Sham (ISIS) in December 2011. ISIS managed to capture 

territory and emerged as a powerful faction in the Syrian Conflict. By August 2013, ISIS 

had captured Raqqa and had driven Free Syrian Army and Al-Nusra Front out.  

By 2012, Qatar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia were already in the business of backing Syrian 

rebels against the regime forces. In July 2012, a joint plan formed by Hilary Clinton and 

CIA director Petraeus, led to America’s official engagement in the conflict. This plan 

aimed at distributing arms in the ‘moderate’ rebel factions.  The plan was presented to 

president Obama in August after having it discussed with Turkey, Britain, France and 

Germany. With this plan, Clinton and Petraeus hoped to psychologically boost the Syrian 

uprising as well as diminish the role of those supporting Assad wholeheartedly. They 

also hoped to increase US influence in the Middle East and provide the US, the control 

to shape the Syrian Civil war. 

In 2012, most of Western countries closed their embassies in Damascus. This was 

intended to send a strong message to Assad and his allies from USA, European Union 

and allies. It could be seen as a Western strategy to force Assad to step down but on the 

contrary, Assad was little bothered by this sudden withdrawal. All he was keen to do 

was to sustain his regime against the threat emanating from FSA, ISIS, YPG and other 

militants against him. Western Withdrawal from Damascus did not help much in solving 

the Syrian problem. In fact, the disruption of communication between the West and 

Assad led to further hostilities.  

The Lebanese Hezbollah and Iranian militants had started to actively participate in the 

civil war by strengthening Assad regime against all its enemies by fall 2012.  In 2012, 

Russia started to supply the Syrian regime with ammunition, infantry weapons and basic 

military equipment. The landing ships of Russian Navy’s Black Sea fleet began making 

trips to Syria. These ships were loaded in Novorossiyk and made their way to to Latakia, 

Syria’s strategically important port watching Mediterranean.  These shipments put little 
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burden on Russian Armament industry as they were mostly from the reserve stock of 

the military.  

The conflict has continued to rage, bringing misery to the entire country. The civil war, 

as discussed in detail earlier, involved certain regional as well as extra-regional actors, 

right from its beginning. This interference made the Syrian Civil war one of the most 

complex conflicts of the 21st century. In the beginning, the regional powers jumped in. 

These included Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran. The US desire to topple Assad 

regime lead it Begin with providing support to rebels and ultimately targeting Assad in 

September 2014 in a US-led military intervention in Syria.  

Russia was to be deprived of its last foothold in Syria in the middle of 2012. In the times 

to come, Russia intensified its cooperation with Assad regime in thwarting the threats 

to it. On 30thSeptember, 2015, Russia began military operations in Syria. These were on 

the cards since the beginning of the month as Russia had established a base in Latakia 

and completed the deployment of pertinent forces. 

The Russian Airforce carried out 1631 flight operations against 2083 targets as claimed 

by the Defence Ministry of Russia by November 3.  Russia officially claimed that the 

intervention was against IS, the satellite images showed that around 80% of the strikes 

were conducted against anti-Assad rebels who were backed by the West, Saudi Arabia, 

Qatar and Turkey. Russian Strikes were conducted in coordination with the Syria, 

Russian as well as Hezbollah forces conducting operations on ground. The Russia led 

alliance was conducting operations on six fronts out of which only one was against ISIS 

while the remaining five were against Syrian rebels. 

The intervention brought Russia back into the Middle East game, as a rising power that 

can counter the interest of United States. It has become evident that Russia is no more 

willing to act as USA’s junior partner in the region. Libya has served as a good example 

of what may follow and therefore, chaos in Damascus, specifically in case of a militant 

victory against a government is totally unacceptable to Moscow. 
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In Syria, there were six main regional and extra-regional actors directly involved.  These 

involved Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, Iran, USA, and Russia. However, since 2017, Israel 

has also actively engaged in the conflict by targeting transport convoys to Iranian 

proxies, i.e., Hezbollah, in Syria with missile strikes.  

Moscow’s Motives behind Intervention 

Russian Scholar Georgy Mirsky opines that the main reason behind Russian Intervention 

is projection of strength and independence as Putin did not want to show weakness on 

Syria against the Western camp. This may be one of the reasons; however, it is not the 

primary motive behind Russian intervention. Similar challenge to Russian strength and 

independence was posed in 2011 by multi-state NATO lead coalition in the wake of United 

Nations Security Council Resolution 1973 on Libya which formed the basis of Western 

Intervention in Libya to implement ceasefire. Russia did not veto the resolution and did 

not intervene in Libya either, to counter Western Interests in the country. 

According to Simon Saradzhyan, Russia wants to protect Syrian sovereignty because 

the breakup of Syria can lead to problems for not only Russia but the entire world. He 

contends that the Russian interest is Syria and not Assad and Russia will have no 

problem with a Syria without Assad if certain conditions are fulfilled. However, Russia 

intervened only upon the request of Assad in late September 2015 although Islamic State, 

Kurdish Militias and Rebels had by then had acquire large pieces of territories. Assad is 

the guarantor of safeguarding Russian interests in the country and this precedent was 

set by his father Hafez Al Assad. Russia clearly does not want Syria without Assad, 

because there is no guarantor of Russian interests in Syria in sight and Moscow will 

never gamble and give the West any opportunity to bring a man of their choice to lead 

Syria. 

Dmitri Trenin believes Russia has two core interests behind its military intervention in 

Syria. First, it wants to defeat Islamic State (IS) and second, it wants to block the attempt 

of regime change by outside powers such as United States and Saudi Arabia. Moreover, 

it also wants to protect its only naval base outside former USSR which is located in 
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Tartus in Syria. The fact that Russia only became interested in defeating ISIS after US-

lead intervention in 2014 shows that while this most certainly is one of the important 

causes, it is not the core reason behind Russian military action in Syria. As far as Tartus 

base is concerned, it has been one of the safe cities held by Assad forces. It was never 

threatened and remained relatively calm during the entire civil war. 

S. R. Convington is of the view that Russian military deployment took place to rescue 

Assad and the real motive behind the campaign is destabilizing the current security 

system in the world that is a product of Cold-war. He believes that Russia’s inaction 

would have helped in preserving this system which is abhorred in Moscow. While 

destabilizing the security system is pretty much on the cards in Kremlin, it is not the 

primary motive.  

It was reported that General Qassem Soleimani, the IRGC Quds Force commander visited 

Moscow in July 2015.  He consulted the Russian command over Syrian situation.  This 

visit is said to be a convincing factor for Putin to act in Assad’s support not just 

diplomatically, materially but militarily as well with Russian forces deployed to sustain 

the about-to collapse regime. Some believe that it was actually the Iranian lobbying that 

convinced Russia to jump in.  However, Putin’s Russia had already been supporting Syria 

via loaded ships and was looking to justify it with a diplomatic cover. It does not look 

factual that Soleimani or the Iranian lobby may have convinced Moscow. However, this 

visit catalyzed Putin’s decision to declare the war on regime as his own. Soon, the 

Russian president requested him and solved the problem that Russia had to face in 

justifying its intervention. 

American Led Intervention in Syria (2014) 

War can be defined, in Clausewitz’s terms as “an act of violence intended to compel our 

opponent to fulfill our will,' directed by political motives and morality.”  Stephen Gowans 

argues  that the US war on Syria began long before 2011 and it is rooted in the ascendency 

of Arab Nationalists who wanted to oust the foreign powers having imperialist agenda, 

specifically the United States from Middle East. The history of United States shows that 
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it stood against all those regimes, notably Iran, Iraq, Libya and Syria, which stood for 

political and economic independence from US favored paradigm of necessity of open 

markets and a “welcoming business climate for US investment”.  

The Ba’athists are secular Arab nationalists that fiercely reject US domination of the 

Arab nation. Their desire to stick to policies of economic independence entices US 

hostilities against them. The first Coup d’état in the history of Modern Syria took place in 

1949. It was a bloodless coup, planned and executed by United States that overthrew 

Syria’s democratically elected government. CIA agent Miles Copeland admitted CIA’s 

involvement in the coup and wrote that a “Political Action Team under Major Meade 

systematically developed a friendship with Za’im, then chief of Staff of the Syrian Army, 

suggested to him the idea of Coup det’at, advised him how to go about it and guided him 

through the intricate preparations that laying the groundwork for it.”  

 The US President D. Eisenhower and British Prime Minister Macmillan approved a plan 

for Syria in 1957, which was jointly formulated by the CIA and the MI6, their respective 

intelligence agencies. The plan was to assassinate frontline Ba’athists and socialists in 

the Syrian government.  The reason United States desperately wanted control in Syria 

was that the main oil pipelines connecting Europe to Iraq went through Syria and their 

control by Marxist and Nationalist Arabs in Syria could, anytime, jeopardize the Western 

oil profit.  

The 1957 plan was masterminded by CIA’s Middle East chief Kermit Roosevelt. He was 

the grandson of Theodore Roosevelt and had successfully overthrown Iran’s Mossadegh 

in the 1953 in Operation Ajax to install Raza Shah Pehalwi. The 1957 plan of regime 

change in Syria could not, however, be executed as Jordan, Iraq and Turkey never 

pledged support to it. United States wanted these countries to invade Syria after the 

execution of the plan in the garb of restoring the order in the country.  

However, we saw the execution of the Roosevelt plan in 2011 Syria uprising in which the 

United States backed rebels to change regime. In this plan, USA was joined by Britain 

and France. Britain and France sided with the US since the very first day and asked 
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Bashar al Assad to step down. However, In June 2012, an Isareli website Debka claimed 

that British Special Forces crossed into Syria from Turkey.  2013, a Jordanian Security 

Report claimed that the non-Islamist rebels of Syria were being trained by US, UK and 

French forces in Jordan.  

On August 26, 2014, US started conducting surveillance flights over Syria without seeking 

any approval prior to them from the Syrian President. These were meant to provide the 

required intelligence to USA for its upcoming intervention in the name of striking ISIS 

targets in Syria. 

On September 22, United States led coalition that included Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

Jordan and UAE began conducting strikes against ISIL targets. It was reported that USA 

used fighter jets including F-22 Raptor, Bombers and Tomahawk Cruise missiles in the 

operation. The intervention lead to the declaration of US ambitions at the official level, 

i.e. USA wanted regime change and this was repeatedly demanded by the former US 

President Brarrack Obama.   

As per US Department of Defense, The US led coalition carried out 11,235 strikes in Syria 

till August 9, 2017.  

Russia was not happy to see USA in military action in Syria in the first months of Trump 

administration, in which the USA increased assistance to the Kurdish Militias acting 

under the name of Syrian Democratic Forces. The SDF is a coalition of Sunni Kurd 

militias and Kurdish YPG. On April 7, 2017, The United States launched strikes against 

Assad, thus ringing alarm bells in Russia once again. This showed that despite the 

promises made by the American president in his election campaign, USA could officially 

turn its Intervention in Syria from ISIL to Assad regime. 

Russia’s response to the attack was nonetheless fairly moderate, despite the harsh 

rhetoric, and was limited to suspending, for a short period, the memorandum on the 

avoidance of air incidents between the air forces operating in Syria (this had been 

negotiated already under Barack Obama). Moscow quickly came to the conclusion that 

the airstrike against Shayrat was a display of force. On April 14, 2018, USA along with its 
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allies, i.e., Britain and France, launched missile strikes against Syrian Government 

targets for the second time in the wake of crippling Assad regime’s capability to use 

chemical weapons. Together, the coalition launched 105 missiles.  

Weighing Possible Costs to Moscow 

Russian Intervention rescued Assad regime and halted US-led attempt of regime chance 

in Syria in its tracks. Had Russia not intervened militarily, President Assad would 

probably have met the fate of Libya’s Gaddafi. As discussed in the previous chapters, 

Moscow jumped in the war only when it no longer could wait and watch. The decision to 

intervene was strongly rooted in Putin’s approach to countering United States of 

America in the Middle East. 

In the middles of 2015, Russia was on the standpoint where it had to choose between 

one of the costs it was to bear. Putin could either continue the same policy of 

involvement, i.e., backing Syrian government, providing arms and equipment to Assad 

or expect him to survive, the chances of which looked very bleak or he could jump in to 

erase what was at the time written on the wall. In the former case, Assad was likely to 

fall, the cost of which was to be paid by Moscow and in the latter scenario was the cost 

of Russia’s military intervention that held the prospects of benefits too. Kremlin adopted 

the latter policy and proved it the right decision as it checkmated US in Syria, projected 

its power in the Middle East, emerged as a revisionist power and achieved strategic 

objectives that ensured its security and control.  

The Cost of Regime fall for Syria 

As discussed in the previous chapters, USA and the Western powers, most notably 

Britain and France, were active in the regime change attempt since beginning. However, 

the role of these Western powers was limited to training and arming rebels against 

regime and there could be no justification for direct military operations in Syria. The rise 

of ISIL as a terror faction allowed USA to justify a military intervention in both Iraq and 

Syria. Now the US could strike against pro-Assad militias too in the garb of fight against 

ISIL and ISIS. This rang alarm bells in Moscow as Kremlin had sensed that all USA 
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wanted was destabilization of Syria’s state structure in order to justify its presence. 

Curbing terrorism had little to do with the US ambitions in Syria and therefore the US 

intervention could not be seen as a positive development by Russia and allies. Watching 

American Intervention repeat Libya in Syria could be disastrous. Obviously, the 

American led coalition is not supposed to stop at regime change but would be willing to 

appoint a puppet regime.  

Moscow was, therefore, really encouraged in helping Assad regime survive as it feared 

State collapse. Putin had confronted this fear during separation of Republic of Chechnya 

which he had managed to suppress from 1999 to 2009. The Russian president feared that 

the Chechen uprising against the federation could export from the semi-autonomous 

unit to the other units, ultimately leading to the collapse of Russian state. Putin has been 

victorious in a bloody civil war at home, in a unit that was in bad neighbourhood and 

therefore, is quite experienced in dealing with the dynamics of insurgency and civil war. 

Syrian Civil war posed a similar threat as the uprising was Islamist since the very 

beginning and quickly turned into a civil war in which radical Islamist factions like Al-

Nusra Front started gaining momentum. Along with it, came the challenge of ISIS that 

was enticing militants from across the region into its ranks and had the capability to be 

victorious in the conflict. Putin could not, and therefore, did not trust the United States 

and allies in curtailing the extremist uprising which could have grave implications for 

Moscow. The Libyan episode had made it evident that USA could have little authority 

over the civil war ridden state, after having changed the regime forcefully, backing 

extremists. The cost of Assad’s fall is the spill over of Syrian extremism into Russia. 

The cost of Assad’s fall, for Russia, would also be hiked by loss of access to naval facility 

in Mediterranean Sea. Russia’s new Maritime doctrine exclusively calls for maintain 

presence in Mediterranean.   Tartus is a Russian Naval Facility that watches Eastern 

coast of Mediterranean and is geo-strategically very important as this, today, happens 

to be the only naval facility operated by Russia outside former Soviet Union. RIA Novosti 

political analyst Alexander Khrolenko believes that preservation of foreign military 

bases is in accordance with Russia’s New Maritime Doctrine and the purpose is to “boost 
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the autonomy of the Russian naval presence in the World Ocean." Russia, currently, also 

operates Khmeimim Air Base in Latakia, the city that hosts Syria’s largest port. From 

strategic point of view, Fall of Assad would diminish Russia’s ability to carry out joint 

forces operations from Syria.  

Assad’s Syria is an important market for Russian made military equipment. It has been, 

and still is, one of the biggest Arms customers of Russia. In 2005, a mutual debt settling 

agreement between Syria and Russia took place. Russia agreed to cut around 73% of 

Syria’s Soivet era debt that amounted to $13.4 billion. In exchange, Russia was to sell 

arms to Syria and was to acquire permanent military facilities, the naval in Tartus and 

the airbase in Latakia. This agreement strengthened Putin-Assad alliance that lasts to 

date. From 2007 to 2010, Syria bought $4.7 billion worth Russian arms. 78% of arms total 

imported by Syria between from 2007 to 2012 were bought from Russia.  Russian 

economy is largely dependent on oil and gas and Russian arms industry is vital to 

diversification of the economy. 

The Cost of Russian Military Intervention 

Six months after the launch of Syria’s military offensive in Syria, Russian President 

Vladimir Putin declared that the operations cost the country’s Defence Ministry around 

$483 million.  In 2017, Yabloko, an opposition party estimated that Russian spending in 

the Syrian Offensive was around $2.4 billion.  Compared to the cost tolerated by United 

States in its Syria adventure, the Russian Intervention has been way cheaper and also 

more effective. The CIA alone had been running a billion dollar covert program 

codenamed “Timber Sycamore” for arming and training Syrian rebels which was 

cancelled by President Trump after its four years.  

Russia has, by 2018, lost at least dozens of its soldiers. Independent sources claim that 

at least 300 Russians have been killed or injured in Syria.  The casualties include 

Russia’s regular personnel as well as contractors. Russia has lost a number of 

warplanes as well as helicopters. 
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On diplomatic front, Russia did not have to a pay a heavier cost. It was already sanctioned 

by United Nations on its Intervention in Ukraine in 2014. The Intervention in Syria in the 

name of targeting ISIL was not coming prior to the American-led coalition; therefore, 

the Americans had less moral ground to criticize it. Also, the Obama Government was 

just around the end of its second tenure and Moscow rightly expected less resistance. 

However, the situation between the the USA and Russia remained tensed. Despite 

effective communication between the two and good use of diplomatic channels, the two 

could not arrive at a joint plan to end the war in Syria. 

Looking at the cost of Assad’s fall and the cost of Russian Intervention for Russia, it can 

be said that Russia adopted a rational strategy. The path of confronting with the 

opposition of Syrian regime looked riskier on paper than it was actually on the ground. 

The active engagement yielded Russian Arms Industry with the golden opportunity to 

showcase its products in the new battleground. Consequently, Arms orders rose from 

$1.5 billion in 2016 to $8 billion in 2017.   

Conclusion  

Russian Intervention in the Syrian Civil war has many political as well as strategic 

motives based on Russia’s domestic as well as regional interests, which include 

prevention of state collapse in Syria to protect Russia from the spill-over of extremism 

and militancy dominating Syria, ensuring its access to Mediterranean and maintaining a 

good market for Russian products, specifically Russian arms. However, the main cause 

that prompted the military action by Moscow was America’s direct Intervention along 

with its allies. 

 USA and allies, especially Britain and France were covertly supporting Syrian rebels 

using Turkey and Jordan as bases. They were also pouring funds in the war to sustain 

their proxies and oust Bashar al Assad to successfully bring about a regime change. In 

September 2014, the covert action against Assad turned into overt action as America 

intervened in the garb of eliminating ISIL from Syria and Iraq. However, Moscow readily 

picked that the US-led intervention was primarily aimed at toppling Assad and to get rid 
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of any restrictions USA was facing prior to the official intervention. Moscow, within a 

year, jumped in the conflict to respond to the US attempt of regime change and overtly 

sided with Assad, pounding American trained rebels and annihilating Syrian opposition.  

Ironically, both American Intervention and the Russian Intervention were officially 

declared to be against ISIL and other terror factions; however, both adversaries knew 

very well what they tried to hide under diplomatic cover. The former intervened to make 

the regime change possible while the latter intervened to prevent this from happening. 

Had US not made a military intervention, Russia would probably have avoided the course 

too. In that scenario, both countries would have covertly operated training and deploying 

their proxies on ground to fight for their interests. 

The cost of Assad’s fall to Russia was greater than the cost of Intervention and that is 

the reason Moscow decided to follow the suit after Washington. In this way, Moscow 

effectively projected its power not just in the Middle East but in the entire world. Russian 

Intervention in Syria (2015), coupled with its Intervention in Ukraine (2014), effectively 

checkmated the US and its allies. Both Interventions prove that Russia is back as a 

revisionist power and that the US will have to consider the Russian interests before 

taking any decision or projecting its influence across the globe. Russia’s regional 

ambitions cannot be achieved under suppression and in order to emerge as a powerful 

state, it has to walk on the course of power projection. The US Intervention provided the 

opportunity and Kremlin did not waste it. 
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