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In 2015, Russian foreign policy continued to evolve in response 
to geopolitical events taking place in Europe, Asia and the 
Middle East. We saw the rise of ISIS as a destabilizing force in 
the Middle East and then Russian military intervention in Syria, 
Russia’s much-heralded pivot to Asia in response to pressure 
from its European partners, and changing dynamics on the 
European continent in response to events in both Ukraine and 
Turkey. So what will 2016 bring?
This report analyzes prospective scenarios for Russia’s rela-
tions with China, the U.S., Europe and the Middle East. In each 
case, we outline what to expect in a best case, worst case and 
baseline scenario. We also highlight the key trends and deve-
lopments to watch, whether it’s rivalry in Central Asia, upcom-
ing U.S. presidential elections in 2016, or the possibility that 
the conflict in Ukraine will intensify after a period of relative 
stability. 
By understanding the three most likely scenarios for each 
region, it’s possible to pull together a more comprehensive 
understanding of the key pillars of Russian foreign policy in the 
year ahead. While some have noted that many of 
Russia’s foreign policy moves in 2015 appeared to 
be improvisational, we are starting to see the cre-
ation of a more coherent foreign policy approach.
If 2015 was the year when Syria replaced Ukraine 
as the leading political and diplomatic story, 2016 
may be the year that Central Asia – with its impact 
on both Russia’s European and Asian foreign 
policy – comes to the forefront. Or, it could be 
some other region that emerges as a geopolitical 
hotspot. This report also includes the results of 
a Russia Direct survey which asked respon-
dents to assess the outcomes of U.S. and 
Russian foreign policies in 2015.
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this has been a diffi  cult year for russian foreign policy, 
as russia continually sought out new ways to break its 
global isolation. at russia direct, we challenged our 
experts and ourselves to bring you the most thorough 
and timely analysis of the current political developments 
and the reasons behind them.
in 2015, we released our fi rst original ranking of russian 
studies programs in the u.s., conducted a number of 
expert roundtables on the most salient topics in russia-
u.s. relations and launched a paid subscription service in 
order to support our journalism. 
this year, as never before, we needed your support and 
we are thankful for your response.  
as this year comes to an end, i would like to take some 
time to thank you, our loyal readers, for being with us. 
it is for you that we work hard to bring in new perspec-
tives, new voices and important background information 
that can’t be found anywhere else.
We are proud to present you our new report, which 
analyzes the most important russian foreign policy 
achievements of 2015 in order to predict what’s likely to 
come in 2016. 
the authors are dmitry Polikanov of the russian 
center for Policy studies (Pir center), sergey utkin of 
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the russian academy of sciences, larisa smirnova of 
Xiamen university in china and alexander kornilov of 
lobachevsky state university in nizhni novgorod.
i invite you to read this thought-provoking report and 
share your opinions on the issue. all relevant comments 
will be passed to the authors.
should you have any questions regarding this issue or 
our upcoming reports, please do not hesitate to e-mail 
me directly at e.zabrovskaya@russia-direct.org. 
again, thank you for your support and we hope you will 
remain our readers in 2016. From everyone at russia 
direct, we wish you happy holidays!
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Russia and the West in 2015: 
The relationship in deadlock

in 2015, russia-West perceptions passed through a series of ups and downs, 
de monstrating once again the lack of institutional basis for a stable relation-
ship. the fluctuations were the result of a number of factors: the ongoing me-

dia wars, the evident shortage of professional negotiators and expertise, the 
malignant political will on both sides, the inability to interpret properly the lan-
guage and signals sent by negotiators, the legacy of the cold War, and the new 
atlantic consensus over russia and its policy. 

moreover, the existing structures for potential dialogue tend to be dys-
functional, while economic factors are overruled by political concerns. even the 
emergence of a common external enemy in the middle east – the islamic state of 
iraq and the greater syria (isis) - does not facilitate any coalition building and all 
attempts by moscow to build a new “anti-hitler coalition” have failed.

it is easy to track the major waves of confrontation and reconciliation. at the 
beginning, heavy hostilities in ukraine and russia’s alleged direct military in-
volvement in the conflict, resulting in the retreat of kiev, was the major apple 
of discord, but the battles then led to the minsk agreements. their complicated 
formula seemed to be the only viable compromise and, in order to save it from 
fiasco, the parties started to probe potential grounds for merging their positions. 

the visits of german chancellor angela merkel and u.s. secretary of state 
John kerry to moscow in may in the midst of russia’s Victory day celebrations, 
their cautious statements and long talks with russian President Vladimir Putin 

There are a number of 
problems present in 
Russia’s relations with 
Europe and the U.S. Is 
there any chance for a 
change in 2016?

DmITRy PolIkanov
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RD SURVEY: KEY RESULTS Of RUSSIAN AND U.S. fOREIGN POLICIES IN 2015

The most important geopolitical event of 2015 The biggest challenge facing the world in 2016

41% 39%62% 42%
According 
to experts - 
Refugee 
crisis

According 
to experts - 
Refugee 
crisis

According 
to online 
audience - 
Terrorism                                                            

According 
to online 
audience - 
Syrian crisis

a
lyo

n
a

 r
ePk

in
a



| 6 | russia-direct.org

indicated the desire to find a new modus vivendi for 
all actors concerned. however, this was a short truce 
and in summer, the new round of provocations be-
gan with the revival of the Boeing mh17 crash story 
and the corruption scandals in the FiFa, putting into 
question russia’s right to host the 2018 World cup. 

President Putin’s march to syria in early autumn 
was a well-prepared surprise, which overturned the 
chessboard of international politics. moscow was 
back as a global player with its exterritorial military 
operation in the region, which had always been a 
hotbed of conflicts and an area of strategic interests 
of the West. moreover, russia proclaimed the noble 
mission of fighting the cruelty of terrorism and put 
its u.s. and european counterparts into an awkward 
position when they had to look for a new line of ac-
cusations. 

eventually they found the pretext for non-coope-
ration, condemning moscow for bombing mainly the 
syrian opposition and providing military support to 
the assad regime. as a result, ukraine is partially for-
gotten, while most of the diplomatic efforts at the 
end of the year concentrate on syria, where there is 
still a grave threat of a direct military clash between 
russia and the West – incidentally or accidentally. 
Besides, the strategic goal of isolating the kremlin 
is still in view, despite the attempts of moscow to sit 
back at the negotiation table and to open up a new 
page for partnership.

Problem #1: Distrust anD 
misPercePtions

one of the fundamental problems characterizing the 
relationship between russia and the West is distrust 
and misperceptions, which media and politicians de-
liberately strengthen on both sides. in fact, a new type 
of war has been under way for several years now: it 
goes on in the information sphere, where much more 
important battles – battles for the “hearts and minds” 
of the   public –  are happening. 

interpretation is a key problem – while moscow 
proclaims even good things using the language of 
the leningrad street and focuses on the truly rus-
sian principle of “living by one’s conscience,” West-
ern countries focus more on rules and procedures. 
the confrontation is no longer instrumental – very 
quickly it has become ideological and concentrates 
on a key point of divergence: europe and america 
believe that they fight for their core values and this 
solidifies their opposition to the kremlin for up-
coming years. meanwhile, moscow still considers the 

current struggle to be a pragmatic process with val-
ues as a disguise and assumes that realpolitik will 
take over.

the process of the dehumanization of the adver-
sary, which is applied on both parts of the new cur-
zon line, does not help cooperation either. President 
Putin is portrayed in the media as a cynical liar and 
dictator, who should one day repeat the fate of the 
former president of yugoslavia slobodan milosevic 
who died in his cell from a heart attack while being 
tried for war crimes. since the same techniques are 
used to achieve this objective, some members of the 
russian elite are in panic and consider the current 
battles to be the only guarantee of their survival – 
they feel that they have nothing to lose. 

russia is regarded as a permanent critic, which 
knows well the things that it does not like, but does 
not provide any constructive alternative. as Joseph 
nye, a famous american political scientist, put it 
once, the russian Federation today is reminiscent of 
the austro-hungarian empire that tried to solve its 
domestic problems by spilling them over its borders 
and converting them into a severe and useless war. 
this totally contradicts Putin’s image of a guru of 
global politics outside the Western community and 
inside russia. 

the russian propaganda machine tries to change 
the balance – along with harsh anti-Western state-
ments, it does its best to convey the other side of the 
story: from war crimes in donbas to the real partners 
involved in the isis oil trade. however, in the world 
of Western media domination these efforts are not 
highly effective in saving russia’s reputation, even 
though they cause apprehension in both the eu 
and nato. Both organizations allocated substantial 
amounts on countering “russian propaganda” and 
the alliance approved a new strategy for hybrid war-
fare, the cornerstone of which is the combat against 
disinformation.

Problem #2: institutionalization 
of confrontation

the second factor of concern is the institutionalization 
of confrontation. in most of the official documents in 
russia and in the West, the terms of partnership are 
erased, while the language of peril is present. in 2015, 
it started with the state of the union address and 
President obama’s comments about russia’s tattered 
economy and three global challenges – isis, ebola and 
russia. the united states, germany, Poland, the uk, 
and even russia are updating their national  security 

53%
of Americans believe 
that Putin has the 
upper hand in the 
situation in Syria, 
according to the 
October Fox News 
poll.

Russia Direct 
Brief “Re-Thinking 
International 
Security After 
Ukraine.” Download 
at www.russia-
direct.org/archive.
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strategies and the new texts resume the cold War ri-
valry. even neutral and peaceful Finland and sweden 
try to augment their naval forces and conduct joint 
exercises to feel more secure. 

this is an alarming sign, even in russia, where 
such doctrines exist only on paper and are promptly 
amended if there is enough political will. in the West, 
the approach is more serious, the politicians have to 
follow the officially approved norms and concepts, 
cannot correct them quickly and have to adapt 
budgets in accordance with the strategic guidelines. 
this means that in the next few years, until the new 
cycle of updates, the policy towards russia will be 
hard to change as it is embedded in the directives for 
the executive branch. 

the same relates to the issue of sanctions and 
counter-sanctions. at the very start, they seemed to 
be an interim measure designated to have an impact 
on russian behavior. the goal was to split the busi-
ness elite and the close entourage of President Putin 
by making them suffer from travel and financial re-
strictions. at the same time, some experts in russia 
predicted the short period of sanctions due to their 
negative effect for europe itself. 

after nearly two years of this regime, it has become 
clear for everyone that the sanctions have nothing 
to do with the alleged stipulations – be it the sta-
tus of crimea, or the execution of the minsk agree-
ments. For the Western politicians who keep extend-
ing the sanctions they are valuable per se to indicate 

the atlantic solidarity and their commitment to the 
principle of inability “to do business as usual.” For 
russian politicians, it is clear that the sanctions are 
the punishment for russia’s revival as a great power 
and, hence, they will be indefinite or, at least, will last 
for another 3-5 years. hence, they help to consoli-
date the russian elite and most members of this elite 
adapted to this economic reality. in fact, they nearly 
fell into a relaxed state of complacency in the middle 
of 2015 (fortunately, the awakening shock in autumn 
was rapidly decreasing oil prices).

Problem #3: the changing 
worlD orDer

the third factor is the collapsing rules of the geopo-
litical game. in the new multipolar world, russia is at-
tempting to establish its own place. First crimea (with 
its special meaning for russia and no hint of irreden-
tism) and then syria (where russia fights against the 
arbitrary change of regimes and not for the current 
President of syria Bashar al-assad) indicate the global 
ambitions of moscow, which no longer wants to be 
confined to the status of a rank-and-file regional pow-
er. the kremlin made timid probing of these grounds 
in the past – starting from Putin’s speech at the mu-
nich security conference in 2007. however, now mos-
cow makes it quite clear that it is not satisfied with 
the role of the status quo nation and is attempting to 
break the Western monopoly on setting the rules. 

A float depicting 

Barack Obama, 

Xi Jinping, and 

Vladimir Putin and 

entitled “The Big 

Cold” is shown 

at the Viareggio 

Carnival parade 

in Viareggio, Italy, 

2015. 
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the concept was voiced at the u.n. general assem-
bly in september and russia really wants the new 
great debate to start. it does not mean that russia 
would like to see immediate changes – but moscow 
is willing to have the discussion begin. obviously, 
the terms – or strictly speaking, the interpretation of 
the terms – are evolving and there is a need for the 
international community to come to some common 
ground in the understanding and treatment of vari-
ous global processes and certain steps of different 
nations. 

moreover, the ongoing crises in europe or in the 
middle east and north africa demonstrate that the 
existing institutions are largely impotent and cannot 
provide universal remedy for their resolution. the 
united nations with the veto right of the security 
council refrains from tackling serious security mat-
ters and prefers to focus on economic as well as so-
cial and cultural (i.e. humanitarian) affairs. the or-
ganization for security and co-operation in europe 
(osce), which raised so many hopes with its 40+ 
process, got a quick injection in ukraine and pro-
vides some military monitoring, but can hardly be an 
efficient platform for decisions with its diversity of 
member states. 

the fact that sergey naryshkin, speaker of the rus-
sian parliament, was not allowed to attend the osce 
meeting in neutral Finland, is quite indicative. the si-
lence of the osce countries and russian “allies” from 
the eurasian economic union, the shanghai coop-
eration organization (sco), or the collective secu-
rity treaty organization (csto) is eloquent as well. 
the nato-russia council is paralyzed as its activities 
are blocked by the alliance (despite the promises to 
have it as an all-weather body after the 2008 war in 
georgia). the g7 functions as an exclusive club of 
nations, united by certain values, and has expelled 
russia from the “family.” hence, russia and the West 
have no forum for adequate discussion and practi-
cally no civilized means of conflict prevention and 
resolution. growing tensions in russian-turkish rela-
tions only prove this point. 

at the same time, the european countries and the 
united states are curiously serving as conservatives, 
who try to preserve the existing world order. no 
wonder, given that the Western countries enjoyed 
full domination and relative control over global af-
fairs after the end of the cold War. so, while russia 
is appealing for change, they claim there is no need 
for even touching the fundamental principles of eu-
ropean stability – from the helsinki act to other ar-
rangements. it was nato countries that used to boy-

cott the ratification of the new cFe treaty for years, 
but it is also these countries, who criticize russia for 
withdrawing from this agreement and who urge for 
its implementation. 

it was the united states and europe that rushed to 
accept the change of borders in former yugoslavia 
and approved the self-proclaimed independence of 
kosovo, while now they speak about the inviolability 
of borders. it is Washington and Brussels that back 
“freedom fighters” in syria or used to back “national 
minorities” in serbia, and condemned legitimate 
manifestations of the russian-speaking majority in 
eastern ukraine in early 2014. now that russia is fed 
up with double standards, it does not believe in the 
Western fables about “traditions” and “principles” 
any longer and would like to have an open dialogue 
on the setting.

Problem #4: Permanent 
confrontation between russia 
anD the west
Finally, russia-West relations are spoiled with the per-
manent exchange of blows. the parties simply cannot 
stop in their struggle. russia enjoys flexing its mus-
cles – in the last 25 years, moscow learned that any 
fair talks with its u.s. or european counterparts are 
impossible or useless. as soon as the kremlin plays 
the role of a convenient partner, it is mainly neglected 
(sometimes for the objective reason of russia’s poor 
economic performance which can hardly be com-
pared to the economic might of the West). and the 
launch of cruise missiles from the caspian or mediter-
ranean sea seems more convincing for moscow than 
months of routine negotiations ending with no result. 

moscow hopes to stimulate a split in the Western 
camp – after all, russia has a history of partnership 
with many individual nations in europe. rapproche-
ment with cyprus and then greece – the eu enfant 
terrible – was provocative but fruitless. the evalu-
ations pertaining to italy, the czech republic, or 
hungary broke over the rocks of atlantic solidarity. 
France and germany are not friends anymore, even 
though they tend to be cooperative in some issues. 
even turkey with its gas pipeline projects, which led 
gazprom to hail the victory over the eu bureaucracy 
and raised hopes about putting it on its knees in re-
sponse to the southern stream failure, is not a stra-
tegic partner, but rather, a rival. thus, the split is not 
yet a fact.

the West is more successful in its endeavors. they 
know better russia’s weak spots and benefit most 

To receive weekly
analysis on Russia’s 
relations with the 
West, sign up for 
free Russia Direct 
Newsletters at
www.russia-direct.
org/subscribe.
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from moscow’s vulnerabilities. Beside personal attacks (leaks about Pu-
tin’s health and fortune, or Putin’s daughters), they conduct an offensive 
on the issues of national pride – from doubting the right to hold the 2018 
World cup to corruption and anti-doping investigations. they put moscow 
into traps, which have no way out – the idea of an international tribunal on 
the 2014 Boeing crash, the imF decision to write off the ukrainian debt and 
change its own age-old rules for debtors, the energy and food blockade of 
crimea, the aircraft incident with turkey… all these stories inflict reputation 
damage to russia whatever actions Putin’s regime undertakes.

will there be any chance for change in 2016? 

there is no reason for optimism so far. the u.s. is preoccupied with the presi-
dential campaign. the candidates would most probably demonstrate no 
moderate approach towards russia, and moscow would prefer to wait until 
2017 when the new president in Washington comes into office. moreover, the 
u.s. establishment lacks fans of russia and the political field has no significant 
pro-russian lobby – this makes moscow a lucrative target for any criticism 
without grave consequences for any politician.

the eu is obsessed with its own problems – from immigration to the dubi-
ous sustainability of european institutions. it is dependent on the u.s. in its 
foreign policy (as seen from the perspective of moscow) and even common 
threats, like terrorism, cannot bring the parties together. mutually beneficial 
economic projects are put on hold and there is no consent at the trilateral 
negotiations on the eu-ukraine association agreement.

nato is generally happy about the crisis in relations with russia, as the 
alliance has gained a new raison d’être. under the pretext of the russian 
threat, nato is much more successful in urging its members to increase 
defense expenditures. the alliance comforts its eastern european members 
with deployment of u.s. forces and extra facilities, continues to develop the 
missile defense project, and invites montenegro to join. 

it seems that the relationship has reached a deadlock, which cannot be 
resolved, since the range of face-saving formulas has been exhausted. tacti-
cally, russia and the West are very close to war – any reckless step of a third 
party may lead to hostilities, into which moscow, Washington and Brussels 
will be simply dragged. the absence of adequate communication channels 
or negotiation platforms will only deteriorate the situation. 

in the strategic perspective, one may expect no warming up of relations 
and persistent efforts to ensure the isolation of moscow. it is seemingly 
easier for the Western countries to have russia behind the fence and, thus, 
posing no danger to its neighbors. 

the kremlin has no illusions either. it keeps sending signals about its open-
ness for dialogue, but it is clear that moscow concentrates on its eastern 
vector and invests more in the development of alternatives to the Western 
capitals. russia does its best to have the ukrainian story frozen, but this is 
unlikely to occur due to its geopolitical dimensions for the West. 

there is still an opportunity of emergence of a real and tremendous threat 
that would bring, at least, russia and europe together. But, taking into ac-
count the experience of the anti-isis coalition, this is no more than a dream. 
russia and the West are doomed for cold relations, at least, for the next cou-
ple of years and it will be quite difficult for the new generation of politicians 
to take the parties out of this crisis of trust.

Professor,  
New York 
University

Russia’s foreign policy achieve-
ments in 2015 were tactical as 
well as strategic. The tactical 
ones include the Syrian cam-
paign – notwithstanding the 
risks, it was brilliant by the way it 
was executed. From the strate-
gic point of view, there were two 
successes: Moscow managed 
to mitigate some of the worst 
impacts of the post-Ukrainian 
adventure, such as isolation, 
and proved that to a certain ex-
tent it is a regional and global 
player. Putin has demonstrated 
a capacity to play his weak hand 
very well and has, at least, made 
a case that you cannot ignore 
Moscow. 
On the other hand, Russia has 
also experienced failures: Its 
steps to induce Kiev to accept 
Moscow’s hegemony have 
proven unsuccessful; attempts 
to persuade the West to lift its 
sanctions regime have failed; 
efforts to turn economic re-
lations with China into some 
broader alliance that would al-
low Moscow to minimize the 
impact of Western isolation 
brought no result. There is a 
chance that thanks to Syria and, 
ironically, ISIS, Moscow may be 
able to make some progress on 
this, but for all the talk of Putin 
as a master strategist, actually 
Russian foreign policy so far 
this year has not accomplished 
any of its main goals.

Mark Galeotti
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the primary challenges the West faced in  
2015 (the refugee crisis, syria and   terror  ism) 
 were not completely new or unexpected but 

their scope made them a great strain on Western 
political systems. indirectly at least, they helped 
russia to change the geopolitical dynamics experi-
enced in 2014 with the development of the ukraine 
crisis. 

how russia got significant 
room to maneuver in 2015

the european union is the primary target of these 
challenges and may suffer from them even more in 
the future. this, as well as the insufficient pace of 
economic growth in many eu member states, makes 
the eu look much less prosperous and united than 
it used to. 

the u.s. feels much better off economically but 
is looking forward to a significant political change 
as the result of the upcoming presidential elections 
that will end eight years of Barack obama’s presi-
dency. obama tends to act carefully, so as not to 

SERgEy 
UTkIn

scenarios for the West 
and Russia in 2016

The most crucial 
foreign policy 

topics to watch in 
the Euro-atlantic 

area in the 
coming year

spoil the last months of his presidency with unne-
cessary adventures, foreign or domestic. 

all in all, this weakens the staunch critics of russia, 
while giving the russian leadership significant room 
for maneuver. however, using this opportunity will 
not come easy, given russia’s own economic trou-
bles, the unresolved conflict in ukraine, rising ten-
sions with turkey and the elusive eventual outcome 
of the syrian campaign. 

the refugee crisis is far from over. in the most ba-
sic technical terms – giving these migrants shelter 
and food without breaking their respective national 
budgets – the eu can cope with it. While more than 
2 million refugees settled in the camps in turkey, 
which has its own population of 77 million, the euro-
pean union of 508 million people so far has to deal 
with around 1 million as the bottom line for 2015. 

What is more dangerous for the eu is not the wave 
of refugees as such but the lack of solidarity that is 
brought to the spotlight by the crisis. the schen-
gen regulations on free movement of people are 
coming under fire time and again. the scheme for 
redistribution of migrants among the eu member 
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states, adopted in september 2015 , is proving to be 
ineffective, while igniting populist debates – even in 
those eu countries that in reality do not yet experi-
ence any suffering related to migrants. 

the far-right parties, opposing the very idea of eu-
ropean unity, are on the march. in most cases, they 
will be successfully contained by the mainstream 
political forces but often at the expense of integrat-
ing the most appealing parts of the far-right politi-
cal agenda in the centrist programs. 

after the november 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris, 
the eu sees no other option but to give more sup-
port to security services , leaving in the past the 
most ri gid vision of data privacy. however, as the 
russian, the u.s. or British experience shows, en-
hanced surveillance and able security agencies are 
no guarantee against sporadic attacks. 

the u.s., uk and russia, in their turn, have no 
temptation to blame the extremist incidents on 
schengen, which they are not part of, while some 
political parties in the eu are using the popular be-
lief that the freedom of movement must be curbed. 
attempts to isolate a single european country from 
troubles haunting the continent in most cases will 
prove to be pointless but have a significant potential 
to weaken the eu at the global and regional levels. 

the syrian crisis happens to be the pivot of both 
the actual european refugee challenge and the ter-
rorist threat. the approaches taken by eu member 
states in regard to the syrian regime and other 
groups involved in the syrian civil war evolve, albeit 
slowly. the december 2015 decisions on French, 
german and British air force engagement will pro-
bably have a limited effect on the developments in 
syria but they will play a significant role in the intra-
european debates on foreign policy. 

experts and politicians in the eu are coming to the 
conclusion that the relationship with turkey may 
play a crucial role in dealing with the migration cri-
sis. russia could avoid meddling in this debate. how-
ever, since november 24, 2015, when turkey downed 

a russian bomber jet, the state of affairs between 
the eu and turkey became more important.

While the widespread suspicion ascribes to the 
u.s. the ability to push the developments in and 
around syria in any direction, the policymakers in 
Washington seem to be just as perplexed as the eu-
ropean ones, feeling just slightly more at ease since 
the u.s. does not face the direct consequences of 
the syrian crisis to the extent the eu does. 

among other things, this means that the u.s. is less 
inclined than the europeans are to strike a compro-
mise with russia but it is still interested in retaining 
the possibility to keep channels of communication 
open and find a common ground with moscow when 
it comes to the political settlement in syria.

given these considerations, the spectrum of politi-
cal and economic developments in russia’s relations 
with the West can be reduced to three scenarios.

scenario #1:  
the confrontation intensifies 
anD sPills over into 
neighboring states
the decreasing military tensions around ukraine 
contributed greatly to the restoration of basic sub-
stantial dialogue between russia and a significant 
number of Western states. there is no reason to 
believe that the importance of the syrian develop-
ments would overshadow another escalation in the 
conflict area, if it happens. in the meantime, the 
chances for a renewal of hostilities in the course of 
2016 are significant. 

on January 1, 2016 the deep and comprehensive 
Free trade area (dcFta), which was negotiated as 
a part of the association agreement between the 
eu and ukraine, will enter into force. the russian 
go vernment has announced that in such a case, it 
will impose trade restrictions on ukraine, similar to 
the “counter-measures” adopted in regard to the eu 
member states in response to the eu sanctions. 

Halil Karaveli, Senior Fellow with the Central Asia-Caucasus Institute and Silk Road 
Studies Program Joint Center, Johns Hopkins University

“ I n  2 0 1 6  t h e r e  i s  n o  r e a s o n  t o  h o p e  f o r  a n y  a m e l i o r a t i o n  o f  t h e 
s i t u a t i o n  i n  S y r i a ,  w h i c h  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  g e n e r a t e  i n s t a b i l i t y  a c r o s s  i t s 
b o r d e r s ,  u n l e s s  t h e  U . S .  a n d  R u s s i a  c o o p e r a t e .  W h a t  w e  c a n  h o p e  f o r 
i s  a  g r e a t  p o w e r  a c c o r d  t h a t  b r i n g s  t h e  S y r i a n  i m p l o s i o n  u n d e r  c o n t r o l , 
w i t h  t h e  U . S . ,  e U ,  R u s s i a  a n d  I r a n  j o i n i n g  t o g e t h e r  t o  c o n t a i n  t h e  r i s k s . “

scenarios for the West 
and Russia in 2016
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it will also wipe out completely the trade preferen-
ces that existed between russia and ukraine, stick-
ing to the “normal” most-favored-nation regime. By 
that time ukraine may already reach the status of 
a default economy failing to restructure the unpaid 
russian credits. the traditional beginning-of-the-
year gas disputes may add to the tension. the rus-
sian policies towards ukraine will be perceived by 
the eu as economic strangling, adding to the argu-
ments of those in favor of prolonging the sanctions 
against russia. 

the elections in separatist-controlled areas of 
donetsk and luhansk regions shall happen against 
this background in February or march 2016. given 
the unfavorable economic atmosphere and the 
growing habit of the self-proclaimed republics to 
resolve everyday administrative issues without 
asking the ukrainian government for anything, it 
would be hard to find a reason for kiev and moscow 
to agree to terms with each other. another post-
ponement of the elections or a shaky peace in the 
absence of any agreement on political settlement 
will be among the possible interim solutions to the 
riddle. even if the violent confrontations remain li-
mited, the minsk agreements will be ever more of-
ten seen as a failure. 

in the meantime, destabilization may spill out into 
other regions of ukraine. as shown in the last months 
of 2015 by the city mayor elections in the eastern 
regions of the country, the oligarchic groups and 
the people’s mood, critical toward the post-maidan 
ukrainian political mainstream, are still strong, even 

after seeing the fights in the donbas that contri-
buted to the rise of national feelings across ukraine. 

as the dcFta enters into force, this may contri-
bute to the growing disappointment with the eu 
among the ukrainian population. the dcFta may 
only produce palpable results in the course of years, 
while a number of economic problems of ukraine 
have to be addressed urgently.  

russia would face a serious dilemma defining its 
level of engagement in ukrainian affairs. the radi-
cal supporters of the donbas independence would 
demand the revival of the novorossiya project in or-
der to bring together the mainly russian-speaking 
eastern and southern regions of ukraine. the liberal 
voices will warn against the grave consequences 
that russian engagement might mean for rus-
sian troubled economy and for the country’s rela-
tions with the West. the resulting policies may go 
the middle way that would however leave ukraine 
increasingly weaken and uncertain about its future.

as the relations between region’s governments 
would go rogue, the wave of chaos might spread 
to moldova, which in 2015 has shown its inability to 
install a stable government let alone to come any 
closer to resolution of the transnistrian conflict. the 
regional divergences in moldova in regard to the 
tensions between russia and the West are well felt. 
the disappointment with the eu, which provided the 
country with visa-free travel and free trade without 
giving any serious boost to its economy, is obvious. 

russia’s dispute with turkey may still remain un-
resolved throughout the course of 2016. if turkey 
decides to use the momentum, when russia is dis-
tracted by ukraine and syria, and to join forces with 
azerbaijan to provide stronger support for the lat-
ter’s case in the dispute region of nagorno-kara-
bakh, this might lead to a serious destabilization in 
the south caucasus, which the major powers would 
not be able to influence, given other crises they have 
to tackle and the quarrels among them.

Just as it was in 2014, the key incidents would be 
happening somewhere in between russia and the 
West, but would have a direct effect upon their re-
lationship. the sanctions would be toughened and 
nato would come to the Warsaw summit in July 
2016 with all of its members being determined that 
countering the russian influence on all fronts would 
be their principal task for the years to come. nato 
could then provide more support to turkey, as one 
of the allies, and intentionally break the nato-
russia Founding act via permanent deployment of 
forces in russia’s direct neighborhood. 

Russia’s dispute with Turkey 
may remain unresolved in 2016. 

If Turkey decides to use the 
momentum and join forces with 

Azerbaijan, this might lead to 
a serious destabilization in the 

South Caucasus.
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the challenges of the syrian crisis would still 
bother europe but the instability in the east would 
now be seen as no less important. this would also 
strengthen the case for more transatlantic solidarity 
in various matters, from economics (e.g. the trans-
atlantic trade and investment Partnership, or the 
ttiP) to military affairs. the cold War atmosphere 
would solidify and directly influence the results of 
the u.s. presidential elections in november 2016. 

scenario #2:  
the status quo remains largely 
in force
the syrian crisis may still dominate the international 
and european agenda a year from now. the ceasefire 
in the eastern ukraine may hold, even in the absence 
of a permanent political settlement. given the ne-
cessity to communicate with russia on syria, West-
ern states would gradually cease their attempts to 
isolate the russian leadership. the eu would be pre-
occupied with the refugee crisis, still causing grave 
problems for the solidarity of the member states. 
the u.s. would be able to switch mainly to domestic 

topics in the course of its presidential race. 
the trilateral group that brings together russia, 

ukraine and the eu may elaborate technical mea-
sures that would soothe russian concerns regarding 
the implementation of the eu-ukraine dcFta. the 
new modus vivendi would not resolve all the issues 
and mutual allegations but it would let the parties to 
stop short from a full-blown trade war.

the disagreements on syria would not disappear 
overnight but they would take a milder form as the 
practical military-to-military communication in bat-
tling the radical groups, and the slow progress in po-
litical talks would change the atmosphere.

as russia approaches its parliamentary electrons 
in 2016 and presidential elections in 2018, the list of 
Western ngos proclaimed “unwanted” in accord-
ance with the russian legislation, would grow sig-
nificantly. the debate on the issue would constantly 
add to russian image problems in the West.

the september 2016 elections to the lower 
 chamber of the russian parliament, the duma, will 
most probably be met with criticism in the West. at 
the same time, hardly any Western analyst places 
high hopes on a possibility of a real political change 

The European 

Parliament  

in Strasbourg, 

France.
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in russia as a result of the elections. therefore, the 
criticism would soon fade, leaving the taste of ano-
ther disagreement between the russian and West-
ern understandings of democratic standards and 
norms. the elections would however produce a 
certain level of Western interest to the fates of the 
russian opposition. Possible state pressure against 
opposition leaders would be closely monitored, and 
condemned but that would hardly have any serious 
effect on the russian political life.

russia and the West would give up on the attempts 
to establish closer cooperation any time soon, al-
though the vague rhetoric on the necessity to shape 
common economic and security environment may 
remain. russia will have to define its attitude to the 
cross-regional free trade initiatives that are building 
up in the Pacific and the atlantic. 

the criticism has already been expressed by the 
russian leadership but the actual russian response 
is yet in the making. a possibility of coordination be-
tween the eurasian economic union, the shanghai 
cooperation organization and the asean has been 
raised by the russian president. russia might also 
push for the revival of the Wto doha round talks. 
any of these moves would not promise fast results 
and would not draw significant attention on the part 
of the West.

scenario #3:  
a Path of comPromise anD 
reconciliation
2017 will be a major election year for France and 
germany. the uk referendum questioning member-
ship in the eu will be held by the end of 2017 but 
may happen as early as the last months of 2016. 

in the absence of real progress in coping with the 
migration crisis and weak economic growth, the 
incumbent european leaders, as well as the eu in 
its present form, may not survive the test. 2016 is 
the window of opportunity for showing the ability 
of the governments to deliver. the u.s., moving to-
wards the presidential elections, would be ever less 
wil ling to come up with any new europe-related ini-
tiatives other than the ttiP. the eu members’ policy 
towards russia, as far as it does not help to resolve 
the eu’s problems, would be pushed to the sidelines.

russia is a priori seen by most of the Western 
countries as a non-cooperative actor. the inability to 
come to terms with moscow is perceived as a norm. 
the critical experts continuously mock suggestions 
that russia and the West might help each other to 

the benefit of all. the suspicion is widespread that 
the weakening or even the collapse of the eu would 
serve russian interests, letting the huge country 
to play easily with the divergences among the eu 
members. nevertheless, stereotypes might change 
at the time of crisis.

the war of sanctions worsened the state of eu-
russia relations but did not make the trade inter-
ests disappear. the eu troubles may in the longer 
run have a negative impact on russia. this could be 
the reason to join efforts and fight against common 
challenges. 

it would be a difficult political choice for both 
russia and the eu leaders to engage in any sort of 
enhanced cooperation, if the eu sanctions and rus-
sian counter-measures remain in force. however, the 
conflict resolution in ukraine is far from doomed, if 
the political will would be there to attain the mo-
dest goals outlined in minsk. the visible progress in 
this direction could push trade relations back to the 
norm. 

one of the face-saving strategies for the eu and 
russia would be to increasingly discuss practically 
important economic issues at the level of the eura-
sian economic union, thus avoiding the impression 
that europe is ready to step over all its principled 
disagreements with russia for the sake of material 
benefit.

russia’s ministry of emergency situations (emer-
com) is one of the most capable in its field. it could 
provide help of both symbolic and real value to the 
european countries that have to ensure the basic li-
ving conditions for refugees. if syria gets to a point 
where larger humanitarian assistance to people on 
syrian territory would be considered feasible, the 
emercom could join efforts with the humanitarian 
agencies of Western countries to let more syrians 
move to a decent life without moving abroad. 

it will be hard to mend russia’s relations with tur-
key in the foreseeable future. this might be anoth-
er reason for the russian government to be more 
inclined to strike compromises with europe con-
cerning syrian conflict resolution as well as other 
matters. nato allies will not go as far as to openly 
condemn turkish behavior, but many would eagerly 
look for ways to indirectly highlight that they do not 
want to provide unequivocal support to turkey ei-
ther.

in the last year of its activities the obama admi-
nistration will not deliberately strive to play friends 
with the russian leadership. Pragmatic cooperation 
that leads to an important result, such as the one on 

70%

60%

of Russians see the 
U.S. negatively as 
of November 2015, 
according to levada.

of Russians see the 
eU negatively as of 
November 2015, 
according to levada.
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the iranian nuclear program, would nevertheless be 
welcomed in the u.s. obama, who started his russia 
policy with the “reset”, would not want to leave the 
relationship between the two countries completely 
ruined, in spite of all the dramatic events of the re-
cent past.

the number of worrying signs in nato-russia rela-
tions has been growing in the course of 2015, push-
ing a group of experience diplomats to appeal for 
the restoration of basic communication lines. if the 
work of the nato-russia council were re-launched, 
the uneasy task for all the involved parties would be 
to avoid turning the body into a platform for mu-
tual accusation, and to show instead the ability to 
jointly cope with the actual security challenges. the 
re-launch may still end up as a failure, adding to the 
arguments of those who claim that attempts to re-
store russia’s relations with the West are futile.

four trenDs to watch in 2016

the scenarios described above are plausible options 
that highlight risks and opportunities the West and 
russia may face in the coming year. there is always 
room for many shades in between any of those 
three options. any trend rarely appears in a pure 
form, mingling with others to an extent. 

the scenarios above help to crystallize the most 

crucial foreign policy topics to watch in the euro-
atlantic area in 2016.

#1. in spite of its reduced coverage in the media, 
ukraine remains a potential powder keg for euro-
pean security. if it goes off, 2015 would look like a 
simple ceasefire in the course of a continuous tragic 
conflict.

#2. u.s. presidential elections will be the backdrop 
of all international events in the coming year. the 
end result of the elections will only play a role in 
2017. in the meantime, the obama administration is 
not in the mood to use foreign policy adventurism 
to influence the stakes in the elections. the influence 
will rather go the other way around – international 
developments will influence u.s. politics. 

#3. the troubled eu is more ready than ever before 
to acknowledge the limits of soft power appeal that 
it can produce, as well as the absence of working 
hard power instruments in its toolbox. that opens 
room for more sincere multilateral efforts and more 
serious compromise.

#4. there is a risk that the nato-russia brinkman-
ship would shape a permanent self-sustaining nega-
tive dynamics in the relations between russia and 
the West. While some seem to be eager to relive the 
old cold War confrontation, which leads to an influx 
of money and power in the military industries, the 
game may happen to be too dangerous.

Possible scenarios for Russia’s relations with the West in 2016
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Russian international relations scholar Timofei Bordachev has referred to 
2015 as the year of “greatest breakthrough in Russia’s Asia pivot policy” as 
well as the year of “its incompletely used potential.” It means the upcom-

ing year is an important one for determining the future of Russia’s pivot to Asia.
Russian President Vladimir Putin mentioned that the nation’s Asia pivot was 

associated with objective reasons, such as “the processes in the global econo-
my” and “the new opportunities” related to the faster growth in the Asia-Pacific 
region than in the rest of the world. In some ways, Russia’s pivot to Asia also 
mirrored the U.S.’s pivot to Asia under President Barack Obama. 

The term “pivot to Asia” itself became widespread following the deterioration 
of relations between Russia and the West in the aftermath of the Ukrainian cri-
sis. The shift of Russia’s foreign policy towards Asia mainly translates into two 
results. First, closer relations with China; second, increased priority of the Central 
Asian states in Russia’s  foreign policy which is explained, besides the traditional 
ties, by the weakening of Russia’s positions in the European part of the former 
Soviet Union, starting from Ukraine. 

One certain trend for 2016 and beyond is the continued development of Russia-
China relations with a primary focus on Eurasia. Russia’s growing acquiescence 

The importance of 
the Russia-China 
relationship will persist 
through 2016 and 
beyond, but the exact 
turn of events could 
take three scenarios.

LaRisa smiRnova

reuters

scenarios for Russia-China 
relations in 2016
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to China’s progressive involvement in the post-Sovi-
et space, an involvement that Russia always resisted 
from Western nations, is without precedent. 

Russia’s changing attitude should be, at least 
partially, credited to the accommodating skills of 
Chinese diplomacy: While the Western nations at-
tempted to engage post-Soviet countries through 
unilateral attempts, neither soliciting nor obtaining 
Russia’s support and with little regard to Russia’s 
strategic sensitivities, China is taking a partnership 
stance that intends to take Russia’s interests into ac-
count. 

As it turns out, it is actually in the best interests 
of the West to encourage, rather than fear, Russia’s 
cooperation with the Asian nations, notably China. 
There are no reasons for the West to either be ap-
prehensive of the successes or applaud the potential 
failures of Russia’s Asia pivot. 

At a point when international politics has reached 
a dangerous phase of a shifting balance of power,  
the stance of cooperation rather than confrontation 
is obviously a much wiser one to take. Even assum-
ing that the main goal of Western policy makers is to 
contain Russia’s unilateral belligerence (real or per-
ceived), and engage it back into the politics of com-
promise, the influence of China as an intermediary 
can be extremely instrumental in reaching this goal. 

Three scenarios for russia-
china relaTions in 2016

To prove this point, it’s possible to construct three sce-
narios for the development of Russia-China relations. 
We take as variables the development of the security 
situation in the Central Asian region and the attitudes 
of Western nations towards Russia and China. 

The first scenario, most desired by Russia and Chi-
na, is when the Central Asian region is stable and the 
relations with the West are friendly and balanced. In 
this case, Russia and China will focus on the comple-
mentary economic components of the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union (EEU) and the Silk Road Economic Belt. 

The second scenario, undesired by either Russia 

or China, but estimated likely by the two countries’ 
military experts, is a security crisis in Central Asia. 
Should such a crisis occur, Russia and China, if they 
feel their border regions are threatened, would 
have to engage in joint security operations of a 
scale that will vary depending on the seriousness 
of the threats and the involvement of the West-
ern nations in the crisis, real or perceived. In this 
case, Russia and China will more deeply consider 
a military alliance for the reasons of better tactical 
coordination. 

The third scenario, the most feared by both Russia 
and China, is when the regional situation in the Cen-
tral Asia is volatile, and relations with the Western 
nations are tense to the extent the global security 
situation becomes a threat to the internal political 
stability of the two countries. The best way through 
which Russia and China can resist such a develop-
ment is by pushing for a full-scale reshaping of the 
world order. In this case, they will move towards a 
strategic alliance and engaging the greatest number 
of other allies possible. 

A strategic alliance necessitates an ideology, and 
such an ideology might be currently emerging: It is 
the right of developing nations to peaceful develop-
ment without political interference from the West. 
This idea is implicit to the Chinese “One Belt, One 
Road” strategy and the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank (AIIB). The soft power success of these 
initiatives among the transitional, emerging and de-
veloping countries has proven to be quite attractive. 

2016 will likely become a key year when the trends 
in favor of each of these scenarios will be weighed, 
and the trends thus set will eventually persist over 
the next decades. 

scenario #1: The eeu and The 
silk road economic BelT achieve 
complemenTary economic goals
In May 2015, the main political event in Russia-China 
bilateral relations was President Xi Jinping’s visit to 
Russia. It was marked, besides the more eye-catching 

Richard Weitz,  
Senior Fellow and Director of the Center for Political-Military Analysis, Hudson Institute

“ R a t h e r  t h a n  a n  i d e o l o g i c a l  c l a s h  b e t w e e n  M o s c o w  a n d 
W a s h i n g t o n ,  w h a t  w e  s e e  i s  m o r e  a  c o n f l i c t  o f  w o r l d v i e w s 
a m p l i f i e d  b y  m i s p e r c e p t i o n s  a n d  p u b l i c  r e l a t i o n s . “



| 18 | russia-direct.org

part of the Red Square Victory Day parade, by signing 
of the agenda-setting declaration on the cooperation 
between the EEU and the China-initiated Silk Road 
Economic Belt. 

What that translates into is that, first, Russia and 
China openly claimed that the impact of their rela-
tionship exceeds their bilateral ties and extends at 
least to the whole of Eurasia, and second, that the 
kind of cooperation the two countries seek to boost 
lies mainly in the economic area. 

What the Silk Road Economic Belt  can do is to 
improve the geographic accessibility of the Central 
Asian region. Indeed, the Chinese plan suggests de-
veloping basic infrastructure with a goal of better 
connecting the neighboring countries to China. The 
effort is supposed to simultaneously boost the eco-
nomic development of these neighboring countries 
and of China’s own border regions. 

The suggested strategy was once a very successful 
domestic economic development strategy for Bei-
jing. China’s infrastructure development levels are by 
far superior to those of Russia and the Central Asian 
countries. Taking into account that approximately 
70 percent of Chinese surface are mountainous and 
was previously difficult to access, China’s example is 
a proof that road-building gives an impetus to the 
economic development merely by bringing places 
out of isolation. 

What the Silk Road Economic Belt strategy does 
not resolve is the issue of the jurisdiction over the in-
frastructure networks once they are in place. Foreign 

countries are different from the Chinese provinces: 
A plan to invest Chinese money into the roads that 
will eventually be run by foreign governments, raises 
legitimate concerns regarding the returns of Chinese 
investors. 

In fact, the EEU, largely inspired by the European 
Union, if implemented smartly, totally possesses the 
potential to resolve the road jurisdiction issues. In-
deed, the EU already sets a legislative precedent for 
cross-border railway operations through a series of 
the so-called “railway directives,” i.e., supranational 
EU laws. Starting from 1991, the EU opened access to 
operations on railway lines by companies other than 
those that own the rail infrastructure, which resulted 
in a surge of cross-European trains by operators 
such as Eurostar, Thales and TGV. Negotiations are 
currently ongoing for the “final step” towards the le-
gal framework for a “single European transport area” 
that would result in a supranational regime of rail-
road management by the European Railway Agency.   

The EEU also suggests a framework to fill the rail-
roads with people and the freight that will travel 
through them. According to the EU-copied yet 
praise-worthy formula in the EEU founding treaty, 
the Union intends at achieving “free movement of 
goods, services, labor and capital.” Even if China 
does not formally join the EEU, which it will prob-
ably not do in the foreseeable future, the Union 
could become an instrumental platform for multilat-
eral negotiations on visa and customs issues and, if 
used efficiently, result in a hybrid regime, such as the 

Three scenarios for Russia-China relations
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 European Schengen zone, to which non-EU coun-
tries, such as Switzerland and Norway, acceded. 

However, what the realization of these optimistic 
cooperation scenarios needs most is mutual trust. 
And trust-building needs a much better familiarity 
with each other than Russia, China, and the Central 
Asian countries, that have long prioritized other di-
rections in their foreign policy, can currently boast of. 

Russia-China bilateral trade relations are a notori-
ous proof: Despite the original enthusiasm about 
their potential, following the massive gas deal of May 
2014, Russia-China trade volume decreased by an 
impressive rate of 29.3 percent only in the first nine 
months of 2015. Furthermore, practice shows that 
negotiations between Russia and China on many 
specific issues ranging from gas pipes and bridge 
building to university cooperation often had to deal 
with mutual cultural unawareness, insufficiency of 
human ties and deep misunderstandings. 

The EEU, again, contains a potential framework 
to nurture human ties through what could become 
a “Eurasian higher education area.” Unlike railways, 
customs, and visas, where Russia only observed the 
European experience, it actually possesses a first-
hand experience of participation in the “European 
higher education area” since joining the Bologna 
Process of education integration in 2003. 

The Chinese are traditionally very keen on educa-
tion cooperation too. China’s reform and opening-up 
policy famously started from massive dispatching of 
Chinese students to Western countries, mainly the 
U.S. Xi Jinping, in his landmark foreign policy speech 
of Oct. 24, 2013, that some scholars believe actu-
ally shifted the Chinese foreign paradigm from the 
traditional “keeping a low profile” to a much more 
assertive “striving for achievement” and paved the 
way for the “One Belt, One Road” initiative, stressed 
that “diplomatic relations rely on the bonds between 
people” and called on promoting people-to-people 
exchanges, including in areas of science and educa-
tion . 

Hu Angang, one of China’s main economic strate-
gists, also advocates an increase in the availability 
of projects that support the mobility of students 
and scholars within the “One Belt, One Road” stra-
tegy.  By all means, it will take less time and effort to 
launch, let’s say, a “Bishkek Process” of higher edu-
cation integration than to agree on the railroad map 
of the future Central Asia. Most importantly, human 
ties, improved through education, might become 
very helpful in pursuing various economic goals, in-
cluding shaping the future railroad maps. 

scenario #2: securiTy ThreaTs 
russia and china To form a 
TacTical alliance
In September 2015, a news alert that went almost 
unnoticed by the Western media mentioned an Is-
lamic coup attempt in the Central Asian state of 
Tajikistan. According to reports, “the government 
accused a deputy defense minister of siding with 
Islamists in clashes with the police that killed 17 peo-
ple.” Tajikistan, a state bordering Afghanistan with 
a population ethnically relative to that of Northern 
Afghanistan, possesses a long and painful story of 
clan fighting painted in ideological colors of secular 
government and Islamist opposition. In the 1990s, a 
disastrous Tajik civil war that followed the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet Union killed over 60 thousand peo-
ple.  After the 1997 peace accords, clashes continued 
sporadically, the most serious in a series being the 
Tajik insurgency of 2010-2012. 

A Russian military expert Vasily kashin pointed out 
that, “A full scale security crisis in the region is likely 
in the mid-term perspective.” The most likely con-
flict zone, according to him, is “the Ferghana Valley 
where clashes between the Uzbeks and the Tajiks, 
the Uzbeks and the kyrgyz, and the Uzbeks and the 
kazakhs might occur.”  

According to kashin, should such a crisis in the 
Central Asian region occur, taking into account the 
region’s immediate proximity to Russia’s and China’s 
borders, the two countries’ involvement into it will 
be almost certain. Russia and China has been prepa-
ring for such an unfortunate course of events: Since 
2005, the framework of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) allowed participants to conduct 
military drills, in which the Russian and the Chinese 
jointly took part. From this perspective, some Rus-
sian military experts, including Anatoly klimenko of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences, have advocated 
for the increase of the defense potential of the SCO 
and of military coordination between Russia and 
China.  

The “Shanghai Cooperation Organization Develop-
ment Strategy through 2025” reiterates that the SCO 
is not planning to become a political or a military alli-
ance. And that shall be true in times of peace. 

In times of war or conflict, however, alliances usu-
ally emerge out of tactical necessity to conduct mili-
tary operations. Hence, whoever fears that Russia 
and China might end up forming an alliance, should 
in the first place keep their fingers crossed for the 
peaceful and stable development in Central Asia. 
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scenario #3: ThreaTs To 
poliTical sTaBiliTy in russia and 
china resulT in a new Bipolar 
world order

In March 2015, President Xi Jinping launched the “One 
Belt, One Road” strategy and the AIIB. These initia-
tives are the most ambitious development initiatives 
not initiated by the West. Too early to be called actual 
successes, the initiatives are clearly soft power suc-
cesses. 

The AIIB has over 50 prospective founding mem-
bers, including Russia. Moreover, China signed a key 
declaration with Russia on cooperation over the Silk 
Road Economic Belt project, securing Russia’s acqui-
escence to its involvement in the Central Asian re-
gion, a position the Western nations neither solicited 
from Russia nor obtained. 

Indeed, at a point when the Western methods of 
economic and political reforms are under attack as 
having led to conflicts in many parts of the world, 
China’s own example is appealing. A non-Western 
country, it managed to both learn Western develop-
ment methods and to maintain the right to select and 
adapt the best international practices to its needs. 

Arguably, the strength of China’s strategy is its 
pledge to provide development recipes without chal-
lenging the political leverage of local elites, some-
thing that Western countries and development insti-
tutions always endangered through the promotion 
of linkages between development and democracy. 

Understanding the internal political spectrum of 
countries, such as Russia and China, is crucial for un-
derstanding their foreign policy concerns. Both Rus-
sia’s and China’s governments are in the process of 
undertaking reforms. Although the stage of reforms 
is different, there is one common point: Russia and 
China are determined, especially after Russia’s expe-
rience of 1990s, to pursue the domestic reforms with-
out allowing external pressure for regime change. 

The prospects of a violent regime change, or so-
called “Color Revolution,” is a daunting perspective 
for any government, especially in big and complex 
countries like Russia and China. In these states, 
the internal political spectrum is split between the 
camps of liberals and conservatives. In view of the 
considerable radicalization of the camps and the 
history of public unrest, a dilemma that the govern-
ments face is how to position themselves as centrists 
in a way to reconcile the camps, ensure stability and 
push through reforms. For example, Putin has always 
projected himself as a centrist. The political party he 

initiated, called the “United Russia” party, has equally 
tried to position itself as a center party aiming at re-
conciling the opposing camps. 

In Russia, this fragile balance of political spectrum 
was broken by the opposition movement of 2011-2013 
that questioned the legitimacy of Putin’s reelection. 
Most opposition leaders were representatives of the 
liberal camp that had compromised themselves in 
the process of highly unpopular reforms in the 1990s 
and lacked real social support basis. 

Therefore, the opposition movement did not 
achieve its purpose, but one thing it did succeed in 
was pushing Putin and other centrists to an alliance 
with more conservative forces. Furthermore, many 
Russians who were originally rather pro-Western or 
belonged to the  liberal camp, also shifted to more 
nationalist positions. 

This dilemma is not unique to Russia and China. 
The tragedy of politics in the developing world 
is that learning the Western methodology of sci-
ence, government, and management is crucial for 
 development. However, when people in the liberal 
camp push too hard for a regime change, the gov-
ernment will have to affiliate closer with the conserv-
ative camp, that eventually results in a further delay 
of the reforms desired by the liberals and the West. 

Going back to the international relations, the usual 
argument on the improbability of the new bipolarity 
lies in the presumed absence, in the modern world, 
of two alternative ideologies, such as capitalism and 
communism. 
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However, the appeal of the Chinese initiatives, such 
as the “One Belt, One Road” strategy and the AIIB, 
shows that a new ideology might be emerging. The 
right of the nations to stable development without 
external pressure on behalf of the Western nations 
might in fact become a new ideology, with which 
many emerging economies would be likely to align 
themselves. And the stronger the pressure from the 
West, the likelier are Russia and China to form a real 
strategic alliance, and the likelier a new bipolar world 
order is to form. 

In the end, even if the trend for Russia-China stra-
tegic alliance prevails, to what extent it will be anti-
Western and confrontational, will also depend on the 
stakes that the West puts on the regime change in 
Russia and China. So far China has maintained a very 
careful stance on most political matters. It has called 
for respect of international law, territorial integrity 
and peaceful resolution of the Ukrainian, the Syrian 
and other international crises. China has more eco-
nomic ties with the West than Russia does. 

Finally, through over 30 years of sending students 
and scholars to Western academic institutions, China 
has arguably acquired a deeper understanding of 
Western  methodology than Russia did. In much of 
Chinese public opinion, the U.S. remains the only 
example worth following. All in all, China has a lot 
to lose from a potential confrontation with the West 
and will be likely to keep avoiding it for as long as 
possible.

If the West maintains a positive relationship with 
China, it could in fact become an intermediary to 
restore the dialogue between Russia and the West. 
Indeed, Russia’s assertive foreign policy and the per-
sonality of Putin, whom many Chinese admire for his 
chevalier-like bravery, certainly attracted some fans 
in China. Still, the dominant perception of Russia’s 
assertiveness by the Chinese audiences is that, even 
if it might be thrilling from the point of view of mili-
tary tactics, it in fact lacks strategic vision for Rus-
sia’s future development. Assuming that the main 
goal of Western policymakers is to engage Russia 
back into politics of compromises and maintain the 
world’s peace, this goal can not be achieved through 
exerting pressure for a regime change in Russia.

It is also unlikely to be achieved through the ef-
forts of the Western politicians who lost credibility 
in Russia’s eyes following their unilateral attempts 
to increase the Western presence in the post-Soviet 
countries. yet it could perhaps be pursued indirectly 
through the influence of China as a diplomatically 
cautious and potentially reconciling intermediary. 

developmenTs To waTch in 2016

The year of 2015 determined Russia’s growing acqui-
escence to China’s progressive involvement in Central 
Asia. The importance of the Russia-China relationship 
will persist through 2016 and beyond, but the exact 
turn of events could take three scenarios, for which 
the security situation and the attitudes of the West 
towards Russia and China will be crucial.

#1. Should stability prevail in the Central Asia, 
Russia and China could realize the plan of peaceful 
economic development of the Eurasian region, with 
the Silk Road providing the mechanism of economic 
development and the EEU providing the legislative 
framework for its management. 

#2. Should the security situation in the Central Asia 
deteriorate, with real or perceived involvement of 
the West in this destabilization, Russia and China will 
feel a threat to their border regions, and will be in-
clined to form a tactical alliance in view of joint mili-
tary  operations in the region.  

#3. Should the security situation deteriorate be-
yond the region and the relations with the West 
become tense to the extent Russia and China feel 
a threat to their own political stability, they will be 
inclined to form a strategic alliance. They will attract 
the maximum number of allies on the ideological 
grounds of the right of nations to peaceful develop-
ment without pressure from the West. 

The Chinese philosophy of “yin” and “yang” might 
suggest that bipolarity is likelier, and more produc-
tive, than “the end of history.” This said, it remains 
to be seen, whether this bipolarity can still stand a 
chance to become a healthy competitive one rather 
than a Cold-War style confrontational one.
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Russia and the Middle East in 
2015-2016

In 2015, Moscow continued to follow its traditional approach when dealing with 
the countries of the Middle East and other regional actors. However, three fac-
tors made the Kremlin’s policies this year quite different from routine political, 

diplomatic and economic dialogue. 
First, the ominous shadow of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Greater Syria 

(ISIS) changed the dynamic of Russia’s Middle East foreign policy. The rise of 
ISIS gave an impetus to all sides concerned to do as much as they could to join 
Russia’s efforts to establish an international anti-terrorist coalition. The determi-
nation of the Russian political elite to crush ISIS gave birth to a new constella-
tions of allies and unexpected setbacks in the area. 

Second, 2015 witnessed an obvious shift from an exclusively Ukrainian focus in 
international politics to the Syrian topic as the most discussed one by the key 
players in the region and beyond. It is important to emphasize that it was Russia 
that stood in the center of this change of the international agenda. 

Third, the personal diplomacy of Russian President Vladimir Putin contributed 
to Russian involvement in the region. President Putin’s visits and his numerous 
meetings with foreign counterparts at his residencies in Moscow, Novo Ogarevo 
and Sochi, as well as at various summits abroad, depicted an interesting picture 
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of real interests and instruments Russia had in the 
Middle East. 

Egypt

Moscow advanced its strategic partnership with 
Egypt, which found itself wedged in between terror-
ist activities on the Libyan side from the west and in 
Sinai from the east. Personal and friendly relations of 
President Putin and President of Egypt Abdel Fattah 
el-Sisi when they met and spoke in person helped to 
find and make common decisions on bilateral coop-
eration including in the area of security. 

For instance, during the visit of the Egyptian Presi-
dent to Moscow in August, the leaders discussed 
economic cooperation, conflict resolution and politi-
cal settlement in the Middle East. Putin also spoke of 
possible cooperation between Egypt and the Eura-
sian Economic Union (EEU) and announced Russia’s 
participation in the construction of a nuclear power 
plant in Egypt. Both Presidents agreed to consoli-
date joint efforts to combat ISIS and other terrorist 
groups.

Iran

Positive developments were observed in Russia’s rela-
tions with Iran. The process of lifting the international 
sanctions over the Iranian nuclear program was fol-

lowed by strengthening of the political-military dia-
logue between Moscow and Tehran. Russian Defense 
Minister Sergey Shoigu visited Iran in January, which 
was the first official defense visit to Iran in 15 years. 

The Defense Ministers of both countries have sup-
ported long-term and multi-dimensional coopera-
tion in the military field. Thus, they have not seen 
these talks as only occasional events and matters of 
protocol. Moreover, their talks appeared to be sincere 
and open as the Ministers shared their understand-
ing of common dangers. According to Iran’s Defense 
 Minister, Russia and Iran have agreed to confront 
external meddling in the affairs of the region and, 
among other things, agreed to increase the num-
ber of port calls by the navies of both countries to 
prevent any foreign and non-Caspian military power 
from stationing in the basin. 

The proposal of Defense Minister Shoigu to share 
and exchange security information also was impor-
tant as it invited both countries to advance their 
cooperation to the level of strategic dialogue. The 
Russian Defense Minister did not refuse to openly 
discuss his nation’s approach and added that Russia 
was interested to have the Iranians’ understanding of 
what was going on in Central Asia and Middle East. 
In short, Defense Minister Shoigu’s talks in Tehran led 
to the start of an information alliance among Russia, 
Iran, Iraq and Syria, which was formed to exchange 
intelligence to counter ISIS. Moscow established 
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strong ties with the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 
and Israel as well – two states also quite anxious to 
secure themselves from the terrorist threat and co-
ordinate joint action with other players in the region, 
including Russia. 

How Has russIan dIplomacy In 
tHE rEgIon cHangEd?

A strategic shift of Russian Middle Eastern policy took 
place on Sept. 30 when the Russian Air Force started 
to bomb ISIS positions in Syria. A few events sur-
rounded this development.  

The Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) 
summit took place in Dushanbe in Tajikistan where 
President Putin had an opportunity to talk to his col-
leagues very frankly about the danger emanating 
from ISIS and about the Russian intention to inter-
vene in Syria militarily. Later in Moscow, Putin met 
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and, apparently, shared his 
opinion on the extreme importance of an early start 
of the military campaign against terrorists in Syria. 

Likely, this style of personal diplomacy of the Rus-
sian President brought its desired results. However, 
Russia’s military intervention in Syria was not ac-
cepted by some other influential actors of the region, 
most significantly, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Turkey, all 
of whom took Russian bombing of ISIS groups with 
ill-concealed irritation. Evidently, Russian efforts to 
persuade the above-mentioned actors to join the 
fight against ISIS failed. 

Two days before Russia intervened in Syria, Presi-
dent Putin addressed the U.N. In his speech on Sept. 
28. In what could become a new foreign policy mani-

festo of the Russian Federation, Putin proposed to 
join efforts with all the concerned countries and par-
ties and to form a broad international coalition aimed 
against ISIS and any terrorist organization and threat 
whenever and wherever it emerges. 

tHE tHrEE pIllars of russIan 
forEIgn polIcy In syrIa

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov later pro-
posed very concrete steps in three interconnected 
policy vectors in line with Putin’s vision:

First, it is necessary to unite and coordinate the ef-
forts of those who can make a real contribution to 
the fight against terror, that is, the armed forces of 
Iraq and Syria, the Kurdish militias, the armed units 
of the patriotic Syrian opposition – all those who 
oppose ISIS on the ground as well as the outside 
players, who in one way or another support efforts 
to fight terrorism in the region. It goes without say-
ing that such coordination should take place on the 
basis of Security Council resolutions in accordance 
with the United Nations Charter. Whatever we say 
of some progress in international anti-terrorist effort 
this idea continues to be actual. The anti-terrorist 
coalition is still going to emerge. 

Second, all the concerned parties should facili-
tate the internal Syrian dialogue on the basis of the 
 Geneva Communiqué of June 30, 2012. It is well 
known that the U.S. and other influential players re-
cognized the Geneva document as the basis of a set-
tlement to come. Moscow has also sought to launch 
a political process that would bring together the en-
tire spectrum of the Syrian opposition and the Syrian 
Government. 

Third, it is important to ensure an inclusive and ba-
lanced external support of the political process with 
the participation of Russia, the United States, Saudi 
Arabia, Iran, Turkey, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, 
Jordan and Qatar. The European Union, according 
to Minister Lavrov, could also play a useful role, as 
well as China. The inclusion of the latter would im-
prove the chances of success. Such combination of 
external sponsors could help the Syrians to reach 
an agreement proceeding from the common goals 
of preventing the creation of an extremist caliphate 
and to strengthen the Syrian state on the basis of 
national reconciliation and concord. 

Unfortunately, clear misunderstandings among the 
sides concerned are quite evident. Saudi Arabia, Qa-
tar and some other partners on the Syrian dialogue 
do not agree with the Russian proposals of the crisis 
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settlement. It seems that a compromise can be found 
after new developments on the Syrian-Iraqi front and 
intensive diplomatic negotiations. Military events will 
dictate many things in the diplomatic process. 

It should also be stressed that Russian diploma-
cy has not refused to look at the old conflicts and 
disputes existing in the area. According to Russian 
policymakers the above-mentioned fight against 
the terrorist threat must go hand in hand with vigo-
rous efforts to settle various conflict situations in the 
region, be it in Syria, Libya or Yemen. However, this 
applies above all to the many years of stagnation in 
Palestinian-Israeli affairs. 

wHat to ExpEct from russIan 
forEIgn polIcy In tHE futurE

In order to look beyond the horizon and get an idea 
of what policy options are most likely to be taken by 
Moscow in Syria, it might be useful to examine how 
the ruling political elite in the Kremlin sees its priori-
ties in the region. To start with, there is a truly strong 
wish to fight and defeat the ISIS. This is a wish shared 
by many in the West and the East and especially by 
France after the November terrorist attacks in Paris. 

The question however is qui prodest, or who bene-
fits the most from this war? Germany and the United 
Kingdom decided to support France in the anti-ter-
rorist theater of hostilities. Are they concerned about 
being late at the table of winners?  It is also obvious 
that Russia is not able to win alone, only with the 
help of Iranian, Iraqi and Syrian military and informa-
tion support. Its demand to form a united interna-
tional coalition seems fair.   

Another point is that Russia’s military presence 
on Syrian soil means that Moscow will inevitably be 
more involved in the affairs of the region. Moscow 
intends to play a more active role in the space be-
tween Egypt and Iran and to have more influence on 
the regional energy pipelines, defense sales, and se-
curity issues. The Kremlin aims to become the most 
important player in the region, no more and no less. 

Such a development in favor of Russia is very pos-
sible given the impossible to decipher policy of the 
outgoing U.S. administration. Hence, it might be an-
ticipated that Russia will intensify its contacts with 
key Middle Eastern leaders in the near future. The 
sides are likely to discuss the ways to build a stronger 
and more stable system of regional security. Such a 
system should take into account the interests of re-
ligious minorities and protect the right to self-deter-
mination of the peoples of the Middle East. 

Speaking about the military campaign in Syria, two 
considerations come to mind. 

First of all, as of December 2015, Russia did not yet 
achieve a breakthrough in its campaign. The air cam-
paign does its job but this is not enough. 

Sometimes the Russian campaign is reminiscent of 
Israel’s asymmetric conflict of 2006 with Hezbollah 
in Lebanon. Like Israel, Russia has used aircraft and 
refused to use ground forces. A ground campaign 
would be too reminiscent of the Afghanistan war of 
the 1980s, which turned into a quagmire even with 
aircraft strikes to disperse militants. We can already 
see relocations of ISIS and Jabhat an-Nusrah mili-
tants to Yemen and Afghanistan. 

Second of all, the Russian military command has 
probably faced the necessity to use helicopters to 

A Russian pilot 

walks next to 

his fighter jet at 

Hmeimim airbase, 

Syria.

a
P



| 26 | russia-direct.org

strike terrorists. Helicopters, unlike strategic bombers, are vulnerable to 
militants but with military unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) support they can 
essentially assist the campaign. Abstracting from the military dimension, we 
can look at the political side of the campaign. After the November rift with 
Turkey, Russia could turn to the Kurdish militias in Syria and Turkey for coop-
eration against ISIS. We should also not forget the NATO countries wishing 
to be in time to share spheres of influence in Syria and beyond. Different 
compromises and deals between Russia and the Western powers as well as 
regional powers are expected to appear. A diverse array of players will come 
to the Syrian chessboard. 

As for Russia’s relations with Turkey, regardless of who is at the helm in An-
kara, Russia will remain its natural neighbor. While the crisis in relationship 
with Turkey should be estimated as a negative phenomenon for Moscow’s 
Middle Eastern policy, the Russian elite’s response to Turkey over the down-
ing of Russian SU-24 must be recognized as well-considered and serious. 
Russia does not exact revenge, it re-considers previously close relations. In 
that regard, Turkey’s exit from the ranks of  Russian allies list might pose a 
new challenge for Russian foreign policy, and this can happen very close to 
Russian borders, such as in Ukraine, in the Kherson region, where a consider-
able concentration of Islamists is observed.        

What Russian policymakers and experts do understand very well is that 
the campaign in Syria aims to defeat a non-state actor playing an asym-
metric game. Such an enemy is hard to defeat and the war could become 
quite long and exhausting. The Russian economy and the nascent Eurasian 
Union surely do not need a war of attrition. That is why President Putin con-
stantly urged other actors to form an international coalition on the basis of 
the United Nations.

scEnarIos and ExpEctatIons for 2016

In 2016, the countries of the Middle East will face difficult challenges. Speaking 
about Turkey, two options are possible. First, the country lacking Russian sup-
port might continue to face migrant inflows, Kurdish separatism supported by 
external forces, the Armenian Question and domestic political opposition. The 
worst exit from this scenario would be a disintegration of the country followed 
by the same events in neighboring countries. The second option implies that 
a resignation of Erdogan could result in a dramatic reset of Russian-Turkish 
relations and the restoration of Turkey’s influence in the Middle Eastern arena. 
Nevertheless, we still don’t see a clear perspective for Turkey to become a EU 
member in the foreseeable future. 

As for Syria, it would be extremely problematic to preserve the integrity of 
the country when so many actors prefer to see sectarian cantons in Syria. 
The political destiny of Syria will play out in conjunction with the energy 
interests of Arab monarchies and survival of any part of the so-called ter-
rorist International. In these circumstances, Russia would have to defend its 
Mediterranean interests in Latakia and Tartus districts as well as naval and 
air force facilities in the country.

A compromise with the NATO countries acting in Syria will be inevitable. 
Another scenario might emerge if an anti-terrorist coalition is formed and it 
does succeed in crushing ISIS and other terrorist organizations in Syria and 
Iraq. In this case, Syria may carry out free elections and reach a peaceful 
resolution. This peace will be unlikely to last without Lebanon’s model of 
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the political system. Russia will do something to maintain its military pre-
sence for many years to come in order to guarantee its security and energy 
interests. 

Iran is today one of the closest allies of Russia in Syria. However, the 
 interests of two countries do not coincide from a strategic perspective. In 
the coming year, if Syria remains united, both Iran and Russia will seek new 
allies to defend regional interests. It cannot be excluded that they will turn 
to old enemies for understanding. These are the rules of many international 
coalitions of past and present. For example, today we can see a situation 
where Russia cooperates with Egypt and Sisi, who is supported by Saudi 
Arabia, certainly not a close friend of Moscow. However, we observe mutual 
attempts to improve relations. 

In the case where Syria is bogged down in crisis and terrorism, Russia and 
Iran will be interested either to get out from the game with grace – be it a 
tacit understanding on joint interests and/or written agreement – or to wage 
the war with far-reaching consequences to their economies.      

Russian action in the area is anticipated to become more active and dy-
namic. With every day bringing new details of the regional picture, Russia 
will take into consideration and will take part in the progress of three major 
geopolitical projects of the area.

Different forces will use the Armenian Question in order to change the 
political map of the Middle East. The military developments in Syria and 
Iraq could make Russia initiate steps to abolish the 1921 Moscow Treaty 
of the Soviet Russia with Turkey and to propose giving some territories 
mentioned in the Treaty of Sevres to Armenia. Russia will have to do that 
in coalition with Western Powers and with intensive diplomacy inside the 
UN. To support Armenia militarily along the Azerbaijani border, Russia 
will reinforce its troops in the 102nd base. All these actions inevitably will 
bring a dramatic transformation of international relations in the South 
Caucasus.   

The so-called “Shiite Belt or Arch” might be strengthened. The term in-
troduced by King Abdullah of Jordan reflects the actual interest of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran to strengthen its position in the countries where 
the Shi’ite population predominates or constitutes a considerable part. 
Being a tactical ally of Iran, Russia will help Iranian diplomatically and 
militarily, either willingly or unwillingly. In turn, that means a gradual ris-
ing of Iran as a leading regional power. And that does not necessarily 
comfort Russian interests in the area. China will try to intervene here or 
there in the area and the Chinese involvement will make the situation 
more unpredictable.       

The Greater Kurdistan project will be supported by Russia, first by giving 
the Kurds of Syria and Turkey a broad autonomy, second as giving them 
the right to stand as international actors of the Middle East. This, of course, 
obviously will lead to greater confrontation between Russia with Turkey, but 
draw Russia closer with the Western countries and Israel, who may desire to 
exert influence on new routes of energy flows and political regimes. 

To conclude, the ongoing chaos in the region, conflicting interests of in-
ternal and external actors and the difficult nature of terrorism will probably 
maintain the uncertainty present in the region. The scenarios can be ana-
lyzed based on different factors and depending on the information avail-
able, but the reality will always be more complex to understand and more 
risky for those who wish to prepare a clear road map of regional policy.  

Visiting Professor, 
Johns Hopkins 
University

The key lessons for the Kremlin 
from its 2015 policy in the Mid-
dle East are the following:
1. Moscow’s Syrian campaign 
is not a cost-free operation for 
Russia. While Putin may have 
hoped he could use the situa-
tion in Syria to support Presi-
dent Assad and demonstrate 
Russian influence in the Middle 
East, so far the Russian opera-
tion in Syria has cost Russia a 
passenger plane with 224 lives, 
a fighter-bomber, and a heli-
copter, with more losses likely 
to come.
2. There have been some mili-
tary successes helping the As-
sad regime, for example, to re-
gain control over an airport in 
the North. But there have been 
losses in the South despite 
long-term occupation, except 
for the base in Latakia. So, Pu-
tin will be trying to cut a deal, in 
which he hopes to preserve As-
sad for at least 18 months, but 
that is the sticking point. 
3. Russia will not be a problem-
solver in the Middle East until 
it gets rid of Assad. That is the 
bottom line. This is the de-
monstration by Russia to show 
it is back as a major power 
in the world. In fact, it did not 
need to fire cruise missiles from 
the Caspian Sea, but it did it to 
demonstrate Russia’s strategic 
power. The question is whether 
Russia is going to be a con-
strictive player or a destructive 
player. 

Robert 
Freedman
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United Nations.

@russian_council Russian International Affairs Council provides 
international affairs and Russian foreign policy analysis.

@Valdaiclub The Valdai Discussion Club brings together scholars, 
decision makers and public figures from Russia, the West and Asia 
to discuss the most urgent questions of global affairs.

@russiabeyond News and analysis on events happening in Russia 
from Russia Beyond the Headlines. 

@foreignpolicy Foreign Policy magazine features op-eds and 
analytical stories on global politics including developments in 
Russia, China and the Middle East.
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key takeaways from the debate on russian strategy in 2016fRoM  
thE EditoRs

1 Apart from the lack of trust and conflicting 
interests, Russia and the West have no forum for 

adequate discussion and practical means of conflict 
prevention and resolution. 

2  The relationship between Russia and the West 
will be hard to improve until a new U.S. president 

comes into office and the leadership in both states 
works hard on establishing efficient communication 
channels.

3        There are three possible scenarios for Russia’s 
relations with the U.S. and Europe in 2016: the 

intensification of confrontation over Ukraine, the 
status quo and a path of compromise. 

4 The importance of the Russia-China 
relationship will persist through 2016 and 

beyond, but the exact turn of events could take 
three scenarios: economic cooperation, tactical 
alliance and strategic alliance.

5 If the trend for a Russia-China strategic alliance 
prevails, the extent to which it will be anti-

Western and confrontational will depend on the 
emphasis that the West puts on regime change in 
Russia and China.

6 In Syria, Russia will not be able to win alone, 
only with the help of Iranian, Iraqi and Syrian 

military information support. Its demand to form a 
united international coalition seems fair. 

7 Russia’s presence in Syria means that Moscow 
will be more involved in the region – the 

country intends to play a more active role in the 
space between Egypt and Iran and to have more 
influence on the regional energy pipelines, defense 
sales, and security issues.  

8 The chaos, conflicting interests of different 
actors and terrorism in the Middle East will 

maintain the uncertainty present in the region. 
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