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Introduction:

Over the course of the 18 years since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Russia’s relationship with Iran has proven remarkably durable. The two sides have sustained a strategic partnership through economic and political crises, administration changes and external pressure. The factors that motivate both countries to continue their engagement, however, have shifted frequently. The two countries have found themselves bound together by shared strategic interests, domestic political realities and, at times, simply a lack of viable alternatives.

From the perspective of politicians and strategic planners in the US, Russia’s willingness to engage Iran is extremely problematic. While the US and its allies in Europe seek to isolate and weaken Iran, Russia continues to provide material and diplomatic assistance. Iran has been able to improve its defenses, bring its vast natural resources to market and augment its domestic nuclear and ballistic missile programs through its relationship with Russia. Moreover, Russia has effectively and repeatedly stalled US and European efforts to bring further sanctions against Iran in the United Nations Security Council.  


2009 promises to be a significant year in Russian-Iranian relations. The Bushehr nuclear plant, Russia’s most significant and controversial project in Iran, is set to come online and in June Iranians will head to the polls to decide between current President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and a potential reformist challenger. Externally, the advent of the Obama administration and the prospect of renewed US-Iranian rapprochement will affect Russia’s relationship with Iran.  It is unclear, however, whether these events will facilitate closer cooperation between the two countries or drive them apart.  

To understand the future of relations between Russia and Iran, it is necessary first to understand the past. Despite the importance of this issue, literature on the history of modern Russian-Iranian relations is limited. The purpose of the current investigation is to fill this void by providing a detailed history of relations between the two countries. The first section will examine the foundation of modern Russian-Iranian relations in the latter years of the Cold War. The second section will address the maintenance of relations during the Yeltsin administration. Section three will address the rapid expansion of relations during the Putin administration and the fourth will evaluate relations between the two nations during the initial months of the Medvedev administration.
Foundations: The Iran-Iraq War, New Thinking, and the Advent of Modern Russian-Iranian Relations
In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev dramatically reoriented the logic underpinning Soviet foreign policy. The new orientation, dubbed "New Thinking", rejected foreign policy determined by the ideological constraints of Marxist-Leninist communism in favor of policy determined by USSR’s strategic interests.
 Whereas the foreign policy developed during the preceding Brezhnev administration focused on the development of raw military power and strict support for communist client states, Gorbachev sought to develop Soviet political and commercial clout through a diversified portfolio of alliances and partnerships.
 This shift was instrumental in the rapid expansion of Soviet-Iranian relations in the late 1980s and provided the foundation for the development of Russian-Iranian relations during the Yeltsin administration. To fully understand the shift and its formative affect on Russia’s relationship with Iran, it is necessary first to review Soviet-Iranian relations during the Islamic Revolution and the early years of the Iran-Iraq war.    

Interaction between Russia and Iran for the majority of the 20th century was limited at best and adversarial at worst. During the 1970s, relations between the USSR and the Iran were largely dictated by Cold War dynamics. Consequentially the Soviet Union actively worked to bring down the US backed Pahlavi regime in Iran. The Soviet-funded National Voice of Iran radio station, broadcasting from Baku, openly railed against the Shah repeatedly calling for his ouster.
 Inside Iran, Soviet activities were even more insidious. Soviet intelligence agents worked to foment revolutionary sentiment in Tehran and the Soviet Ambassador to Iran, Vladimir Mikhailovich Vinogradov, met regularly with groups interested in toppling the Shah.
 

The revolutionary movement in Iran at the time was roughly composed of three ideologies: first, constitutionalist elements, represented in large part by the National Front of Iran, who wanted to reconstitute the government as a constitutional monarchy; second, Marxist political parties such as the Tudeh Party of Iran or the Organization of Iranian People’s Fedai Guerrillas; third, Islamist parties.
 Following the overthrow of the Shah’s government in 1979 the future of the Soviet Union vis-à-vis Iran appeared to be bright. Leftist groups participated in the Iranian presidential and parliamentary elections and were able to play an active role in civil discourse for the first time in years. Soviet Ambassador Vinogradov heralded the revolution as “essentially an anti-imperialist revolution” and announced that the Soviet Union wanted to expand its relations with Iran.
 
Despite the Ayatollah’s rhetorical stance that Iran would ally with neither East nor West, he clearly understood that complete isolation from the world’s superpowers was not possible. Alliance with the Soviet Union gave Iran a diplomatic ally on the United Nations Security Council and was congruent with the overwhelming anti-American sentiment on the Iranian street.
 In July 1981, Iran and the Soviet Union signed series of commercial and military treaties, which appeared to strengthen the relationship.
 
In 1982, however, relations took a turn for the worst. The abrupt shift was the result of three factors. First, during the Iran-Iraq War, the ruling Islamic Republican Party began to consolidate power; there was no place for the tolerance of divergent views. As a result, many leftist parties turned against the government and were dealt with harshly for their rebellion. By the end of 1982, the Tudeh party, the leftist party with the closest association with the Soviet Union, broke ranks and openly criticized the ongoing war with Iraq calling for a peaceful resolution.
 This opinion clashed with Khomeini’s slogan “war, war till victory”. The party was closed and many of its constituents were tortured and killed. The Iranians also took this opportunity to expel 18 Soviet diplomats on charges that they were conducting espionage and aiding communist parties in Iran. Moscow’s plan to establish a voice in Iranian domestic politics was dashed. 

Second, the Soviet Union’s extensive military support for Iraq became increasingly apparent as the Iran-Iraq War continued. Despite public declarations of neutrality and attempts at rapprochement with Iran, the USSR clearly supported Iraq, which had long been a client state and a proponent of Arab nationalism.
 The Soviets provide Iraq with the latest in military equipment including MiG-25 and MiG-27 jets, helicopter gunships, and surface-to-air missile systems.
 The fact that Soviet aid to Iraq was magnitudes greater than the assistance Iran received was not lost on the administration in Tehran.
 
Third, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan became increasingly worrisome to the Iranians. The USSR initially invaded Afghanistan to support the Marxist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan, which had taken control of the Afghani government in 1978, and was on the verge of being ousted by a conglomeration of Muslim tribesmen.
 As the Soviet invasion turned into an occupation, Iran grew increasingly concerned. Iran was hemmed in; Soviet supported Iraq was to the west, the Soviet-Iranian border was to the north and Soviet occupied Afghanistan was to the east. Reports that the USSR was supplying arms to militant Baluchi nationalists added to Iran’s wariness about Soviet intentions in the region.
 In 1984, then Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati told an audience in Japan that the prospects for repairing Iran’s relationship with the US were much better than those for Soviet-Iranian rapprochement.
 

            The rise of the Gorbachev administration in 1985 proved to be the watershed moment in the development of Soviet-Iranian relations. Gorbachev's decision to shift Soviet foreign policy away from relationships formed with Marxist-Leninist client states during the Brezhnev administration and instead seek to develop trade with and influence over large, geopolitically significant, developing nations meant that the Soviet Union’s faltering relationship with Iran was once again a priority.

              Signifying this shift in February 1986 Gorbachev sent First Deputy Foreign Minister Georgii Kornienko to Tehran for the first formal visit between the two nations since the Islamic Revolution.
 The two sides agreed to continue talks with the ultimate goal of expanding economic and trade relations. The summit, however, did not produce any sort of formal agreement and did not lead to a significant improvement of relations. In fact, Iran used the visit to attempt to discourage Soviet support for Iraq by promising to resume natural gas exports to the Soviet Union, which were suspended in 1980. Shortly following the visit, Iran launched a major offensive against Iraq implying Soviet support. This drew severe criticism from authorities in Moscow who realized the duplicitous nature of Iran's promises of increased cooperation. Consequently, in January 1987, Soviet officials grew more critical of the Iran-Iraq War and increased pressure on both sides to end the violence.
 

On May 6, 1987 Iran attacked a ship flying the Soviet flag sailing through the Straight of Hormuz, which only increased anger in Moscow. Later in the year, Iran attempted to allay Soviet discontent by sending Foreign Minister Akbar Velayati to Moscow for talks with the Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet Council Andrei Gromyko. During the meeting, Gromyko reportedly told Velayati that Soviet patience was wearing thin. The Iranians countered that it was hard to improve relations while Soviet-made missiles were raining down on Tehran.
 

Despite the frequent bitter diplomatic exchanges between the Soviet Union and Iran during this period, the key was that such talks were actually taking place. As Fukuyma notes, one of the most significant development under Gorbachev's "New Thinking" was the flexibility with which Soviet Union was able to act in the region. In the face of various setbacks, Moscow was able to pursue its political objectives while balancing its relationship with both Iran and Iraq. 

New Thinking Pays Off


Three years after “New Thinking” was originally articulated, the policy shift began to manifest tangible results in Soviet-Iranian relations. Early in 1989 Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze visited Tehran for direct talk with Ayatollah Khomeini.
 Following the meeting, Khomeini emphasized the need for Iran and the Soviet Union to cooperate to counter the threat posed by the West. Gone was Khomeini’s previous criticism of the Soviet Union as a “foreign devil”.
 This progress was solidified when Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani, then Speaker of the Iranian Majlis, visited Moscow in June, 1989. The two sides pledged not to interfere in each other’s domestic affair and signed a series of agreements on economic and scientific cooperation (including pledges to support Iran’s nuclear energy program). Rafsanjani also inked a major arms deal under which the Soviet Union agreed to supply Iran with T-72 tanks, three Kilo class submarines, MiG-29 fighters, Su-24 bombers, air defense equipment, and naval mines.

While “New Thinking” provided the underpinning for the rapid improvement of Soviet-Iranian relations in 1989, the exact timing was the direct result of two key geopolitical events that occurred in 1988.
 First, in August the Iran-Iraq War ended eliminating a main point of contention between the Soviet Union and Iran. This event also portended a change in Iran’s political calculus. The government in Tehran shifted its priorities to the reconstruction of Iran’s economy and the consolidation of domestic political power. 
  As part of this effort, Iran desperately needed to rebuild its military, which had been greatly weakened over the course of the previous 8 years of conflict. Improved relations with the Soviet Union allowed to Iran to satisfy these objectives.
 

 
Second, in December 1988, the Soviet Union pulled its forces out of Afghanistan, removing another impediment to the expansion of Soviet-Iranian relations.
 The move also had an effect on the Soviet Union’s perspective of its near abroad. Defeat in Afghanistan damaged morale and raised concerns about Moscow’s ability to maintain control over the predominantly Muslim republics in the south. Soviet officials viewed the new partnership as a way to gain political leverage over Iran and thus limit the expansion of Ayatollah’s revolutionary brand of Islam in Central Asia.
 

The series of agreements forged in 1989 established the foundation for future Russian-Iranian relations. Three tenants present in the 1989 agreement reemerge repeatedly throughout the next 20 years. First, the two sides were motivated by the need to cooperate to counter a perceived threat from the West. Second, to make the partnership work, both sides had to pledge not to get involved in each other’s domestic affairs. Third, the development of political relations was closely related to arms and technological exchanges.  

Transition and Maintenance: Russian-Iranian Relations During the Yeltsin Administration
The breakup of the Soviet Union in December 1991 led to a dramatic reorganization of the world’s political structure. Russia was no longer a superpower and lacked to ability to project influence as the Soviet Union could.
 Yeltsin’s answer to this problem was to reach out to the West and for the most part capitulate with its policy. In January 1992, months after Yeltsin came to power, Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev announced that Russia would send two warships to enforce sanction against longstanding Soviet ally Iraq signifying a marked shift in Russia’s policy in the region. As part of the new initiative Yeltsin also called for the improvement of relations with Israel, participation in sanctions against Libya, and cooperation with the former-Soviet Republics in Eurasia.
 The driving force behind the reformation of Russia’s foreign policy was Kozyrev, a young academic with few ties to the old Soviet administration who viewed good relations with the West as both possible and practical.
 

While this policy shift ostensibly did not augur well for Russian-Iranian relations, perceived strategic interests, economic necessity and domestic reality kept Yeltsin’s Westward outreach from negatively effecting Russian-Iranian relations and assured that the progress made during the Gorbachev administration was not lost. As Robert Freedman notes, even during the height of Yeltsin’s attempt to embrace the West, Russia continued to fulfill its Soviet area arms agreements and sign new deals with Iran.
 

In the period immediately following the Cold War, uncertainty about the future of Russia’s influence over the 14 FSU states, dominated its foreign policy agenda.
 As a result, Russia’s interaction with Iran was closely related to its policy in Central Asia and Transcaucasia.
 Many commentators both in Russia and in the West thought that Russian-Iranian relations would falter as Iran natural assumed a position of influence over the five Muslim states in the region: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Iranian President Rafsanjani made a significant effort to reassure Russia that Iran was not going to rush in to fill the void. During the break up of the Soviet Union, Iran demonstrated the veracity of its commitment by not recognizing Azerbaijan’s independence until the formal break up of the Soviet Union.
 Moreover, Russia and Iran found common ground in their shared opposition to the Taliban, Azerbaijani irredentism, and the expansion of Turkish influence in the region.

The second strategic reality that motivated Russia to improve its relations with Iran was the threat of NATO expansion and an overarching phobia of US supremacy held by many in Russia’s foreign policy apparatus. As NATO redefined its mission post-Cold War to include military action in unstable "peripheral areas" and considered eastward expansion, fear in Moscow increased.
 Iran shared Russia’s concern about growing Western power and influence.
     


The final factor that assured the maintenance of Russian-Iranian relations during the beginning to the Yeltsin administration was the extensive network of economic ties between the two countries. Between 1992 and 1995, Iran paid for and received shipment of over 1.7 billion in Russian arms in fulfillment of contracts signed in 1989. 
 
 Iran desperately needed to rebuild it armed forces following the Iran-Iraq war. This need became even more pressing during the 1990-1991 Gulf War. The US presence in the region and the subsequent expansion of longtime rival Saudi Arabia’s military capabilities left Iran feeling extremely under-gunned.
 Russian politicians and politically influential state arms dealers saw Iran as a large market that would be isolated from Western arms dealers for the foreseeable future. 

In the years following the break up of the Soviet Union, Russia, with its faltering economy, was pushed out of the developed world’s economic affairs and consequentially sought to develop its economic relations with various developing nations.
 The Iranian market specifically was a vital source of revenue for Russia. In 1992 alone the two countries signed arms contracts valued at upward of $10 billion for delivery over the next five years.
 Even more importantly, Iran, unlike many other developing countries was willing to pay in cash. 

Economic exchange between the two counties was not limited exclusively to arms. Russia had goods and services to sell and Iran desperately need to rebuild following the Iran-Iraq War. As a result, trade in a wide variety of sectors became a fundamental tenet of Russian-Iranian relation. In 1992 Iran and Russia signed an agreement creating a joint trade commission and during the early 1990s, Russian companies were vital to the development of Iran’s steel and petroleum industries.
 
 

Throughout this period, Yeltsin and Kozyrev were unable to centralize control of Russia’s foreign policy under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This proved to be a significant impediment to their attempts at rapprochement with the West and ultimately benefited Iran. In the Russian parliament, particularly the lower house or Duma, three groups of legislator sought to shape Russia’s foreign policy.  First, the "Atlanticists," who supported Yeltsin’s pro-Western foreign policy; second, the "Eurasianists," who believed that it was in Russia’s interest to pursue a balanced foreign policy, based on improving ties with Western nations and the developing world, including Iran; third, the "Chauvinists," which were a conglomeration of ultra-nationalist and hard-line communist parties who were united in their opposition to America and advocated for the domination of FSU states.
 
 Yeltsin understood that if he ultimately wanted to proceed with reforms, he had to have an issue to pacify discontent in the Duma. Increased cooperation with Iran became an issue by which Yeltsin could demonstrate Russia’s independence from the West to his “Chauvinists” critics.
  

The Yeltsin administration also had to deal with a variety of governmental and private sector actors that were interested in shaping Russia’s foreign policy toward Iran. In the early years of the Yeltsin administration these included energy conglomerates LukOil, Gazprom and Transneft, the Russian Defense Ministry, the Atomic Energy Ministry, the Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations, and state-owned arms exporter Rosvooruzhenie.
 These groups exerted considerable pressure on the Yeltsin administration to expand relations with Iran and abandon attempts to improve relations with the West.
Toward a Strategic Relationship

By 1993, a shift in the motivations for Russian-Iranian relations was underway. Arms trade came almost completely to a halt. Between 1993 and 1996, Iran signed only 1.3 billion in new arms agreements, 200 million of which were with Russian companies.
 Low oil and natural gas prices throughout the early 1990s significantly limited the amount of cash Iran had available for new military expenditures. There is also evidence to suggest that during this period, Iran realized that rebuilding its conventional military force would be expensive and despite gains, Iran would always be at a strategic deficit compared to the US backed states in the region. Because of this reality, a decision was made by the Ayatollah to shift Iran’s efforts toward the acquisition of new nuclear technology and the development of its ballistic missiles program.
 Russia was able to fill this demand for new technology. In 1992, authorities in Moscow made a verbal agreement to begin work on Iran’s Bushehr reactor although a formal agreement was not signed until 1995.
 

During this period, domestic factors continued to have a significant influence on Russia’s relationship with Iran. Conservative elements in the Duma, various governmental agencies and Russia’s foreign intelligence service SVR, which at the time was headed by future foreign minister Yevgeny Primakov, maintained pressure on the Yeltsin administration to break free of Western influence and develop independent foreign policy, specifically in the Middle East.
 Exemplifying the duplicity of Russia’s foreign policy machine, certain actors even engage independent talks with the Iranian administration. For example, in 1994, Iranian official opened direct dialogue with Russian bureaucrats in the Ministry of Atomic Energy (MinAtom).
 

On January 8, 1995 Russian Nuclear Energy Minister Viktor Mikhailov and the President of the Atomic Organization of Iran (AEOI) Reza Amrollahi signed an $800 million nuclear package. Central to this agreement were the two VVER-1000 MW light water reactors to be installed at Iran’s Bushehr facility.
 In addition, Russia agreed to sell Iran a gas centrifuge plant, provide training for Iranian nuclear scientists, assist Iran’s domestic uranium mining and milling program and to enter negotiations to provide Iran with 2,000 metric tons of natural uranium.
 
 
 Reports indicate that the gas centrifuge portion of the deal was personally and possibly unilaterally championed by Mikhailov, further emphasizing the lack of control the Yeltsin administration had over Russia’s policy toward Iran.
 

While the US was categorically opposed to the transfer of any nuclear technology to Iran, Russia’s decision to sell a gas centrifuge, a vital component for the production of weapons grade uranium, and the lack of a repatriation agreement for spent uranium from Iran particularly enraged American authorities. Russia initially sought to deny the full extent of the agreement to mollify American discontent, but Yeltsin eventually admitted that the deal had both peaceful and military elements.
 

As a result, Russia’s nuclear trade with Iran dominated the May 1995 bilateral talks between Clinton and Yeltsin held in Moscow. Russia was forced cut back some elements of its agreement with Iran. Yeltsin said, in relation to the dual military, civilian nature of the agreement  “Now we have agreed to separate them, and what bears on the military part, the possibility of creating, say, nuclear-weapons-grade fuel or other matters—the centrifuge, the building of mines—we decided to exclude these matters from the contract.”
 

The Clinton administration continued to pressure Russia to limit its relations with Iran. In June, US Vice President Al Gore held secret talks with Russian Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin on Russia’s arms deals with Iran. During the meeting, Gore reportedly threatened that the US would put Russia on the State Department’s list of state sponsors of terrorism if changes were not made.
 On June 30, the two sides signed an agreement under which Russia agreed to halt all arms trade with Iran by 2000.  US’s attempt to halt traditional arms trade between Russia and Iran were largely too late. Russia had already fulfilled the majority of its agreements with the Iranians, including the exchange of submarines and high-speed torpedoes, which were both of special concern to the US because they dramatically improve Iran’s ability to threaten oil tankers in the Straight of Hormuz. Moreover, by the time the final agreement was signed, arms trade between the two countries was on the decline. In 1995, Russia’s arms trade with Kuwait, Israel, and the United Arab Emirates significantly outpaced its trade with Iran.
 

Despite Russia’s partial capitulation to US policy and growing concern by some factions in Moscow that Iran would retaliate by offering an alternative route for oil and natural gas exports from Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan, undercutting Russia’s hold on the European gas market, Russian-Iranian relations continued to improve.
 In August 1995, Russia signed a 10-year contract to supply an unspecified amount of natural uranium to the Iranian. No provisions were made for the repatriation of spent uranium, which caused significant concern in the West.
 

Domestically, members of the Duma were enflamed at the apparent acceptance of US dictates on Iran and other issues by the Yeltsin administration. Their rage was specifically directed toward Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev, who the lawmakers blamed for emasculating Russia by failing to stand up to NATO when it attacked the Bosnian Serbs in August of 1995. In September the Duma voted 258 to 2 to urge Yeltsin to replace Kozyrev in a non-binding agreement. Yeltsin could not politically afford to raise the ire of the Duma and was thus forced to remove Kozyrev from his position. 
 The role of domestic political pressure in the formation of Russia’s foreign policy became more salient in December 1995 when elections increased the “Chauvinists” mandate weakening Yeltsin’s already feeble hand. In response, Yeltsin appointed Yevgeny Primakov, then the director of Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service to replace Kozyrev as foreign minister. Primakov was widely known, and in the Duma respected, for his anti-American policies, which gave the Yeltsin administration much needed credibility with the hardliners.
 

Russian-Iranian Relations During the Primakov Era

Russian-Iranian ties flourished in the months following Primakov’s appointment. During a visit to Moscow in March 1996 Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati said that relations between the two countries saying that relations were “at their highest level in contemporary history.”
 This statement came at a time when the Clinton administration sought to increase economic and strategic pressure on Iran to limit its nuclear ambitions. In March 1995, President Clinton signed Executive Order 12957 prohibiting US investment in Iran’s petroleum or natural gas sectors. Two months later, President Clinton issued Executive Order 12959, which expanded the previous sanctions to include all trade and investment in Iran.
 Finally, on August 5, 1996 Clinton signed the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act (ILSA), which was intended to punish international companies for doing business in either of the two countries.
  Russia, led by Primakov’s hard-line foreign policy influence, was unfazed by the sanctions. In 1997, Russian energy giant Gazprom signed a $2 billion deal in partnership with the French company Total and the Malaysian oil company Petronas to develop the South Pars natural gas fields off Iran’s southern coast.
 While this deal was clearly in violation of the ILSA, the US was unable to effectively enforce the sanction regime.

Russian-Iranian arms trade also grew despite the 1995 Gore-Chernomyrdin agreement. In 1997, Russian and Iranian officials met to discuss a series of new arms deals that reportedly involved the sale of eight Su-25 attack aircraft, 25 Mi-17 transport helicopters, hundreds of T-72 tanks, 500-1,000 SA-16/18 Igla shoulder-launched SAMs, several battalions of SA-10 and SA-12 SAMs and air-surveillance radars. 
 Ultimately, Iran could only afford to purchase a small amount of the proposed deal.
 

Despite Russia’s agreement to help Iran complete work on Bushehr, Iran relied on the Chinese and to a lesser extent the North Koreans for the vast majority of the sensitive components and technical knowledge necessary to build its covert nuclear and ballistic missile programs. In 1997, however, China struck an agreement with the US to reduce sensitive technology transfers to the Iranians in exchange for increased economic relations.
 This opened the door Russian companies to increase trade with Iran. Specifically, in 1997, Russian entities began training Iranian engineers working on the production of the Shahab-3 ballistic missile system.
 There are also reports that Russian intelligence assisted Iran’s weapons program directly by providing a small amount of tritium, which can be used to boost the initial reaction of a fission based explosion, and smuggling advanced ballistic missile guidance technology into Iran.
 
 

Following Primakov’s appointment, Russia increasingly came to rely on Iran’s help to deal with problems in Central Asia. In Afghanistan, Sunni Taliban forces won a significant victory in September 1996 and began to extent their control over an increasingly large part of the region. From the Russian perspective, the expansion of the Taliban’s influence in the former Soviet states and possibly in Russia’s significant Muslim population was a dangerous development. From the Iranian perspective the Sunni Taliban was a direct threat to the Iranian backed Shia elements in Afghanistan. Both countries were also concerned about the expansion of opium trade under the Taliban’s rule. In an attempt to resolve this issue, in Decemeber 1996 Primakov visited Tehran to expand bilateral counter-terrorism cooperation.


Iran was intent on demonstrating to Russia that its promises of cooperation in Eurasia were not just rhetorical. Iran’s influence on the Muslim members of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) was especially important. For example, in Tajikistan, Iran helped the Russians resolve the five-year civil war there. The Tajik conflict, which began in 1992 when an amalgamation of reform-minded liberal democrats and moderate Islamist overthrew the standing Communist president Rahmon Nabiyev, reminded many in Russia of its all too recent misadventure in Afghanistan. Opposition forces, which were based in Afghanistan and had the support of Taliban forces in the region, grew stronger and began to stage increasingly brazen and successful raids across the southern Tajik border. Fear of losing control of the region coupled with Russia’s hesitancy to commit troops to yet another Central Asian conflict motivated the Yeltsin administration to seek a diplomatic solution.
 In this pursuit, Iran was an important partner. Iran was one of the first countries to establish diplomatic relations with Tajikistan when it became and independent country in 1991 and had long provided support for the government. As a result, in February 1997, Russia, with Iran’s assistance, was able to broker an agreement between the government and rebel Islamic forces. 
 
The election of reformer Muhammad Khatami to the Iranian presidency in May 1997 threatened to countermand the growth of Russian-Iranian relations. Khatami advocated for the expansion of liberal and democratic principles in Iran and the development of Iranian relations with the Arab world and Western powers.
 Most notably, in December 1997, Khatami publically offered to enter negotiations to improve Iran's relations with the US during a speech broadcast on CNN. In January 1998 President Bill Clinton indicated that the US was interest in improving its relationship with Iran. As a sign of good faith, the US lifted sanction against a host of companies accused of violating the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act, including the Russian, French, and Malaysian energy companies developing Iran's South Pars natural gas fields. Russia’s fear that Khatami would significantly improve relations with the US—to the detriment of Russian-Iranian relations—was assuaged in the summer of 1998. Conservative elements in the Majlis and Guardian Council forced Khatami to limit his program of rapprochement with the West.

The near financial collapse of the Russian economy in August 1998 left the Yeltsin administration with a foreign policy conundrum. On one hand Russia desperately needed Iran as a trading partner and regional and strategic ally. On the other hand, Moscow also needed Western assistance to revive the Russian economy. As a result, the Yeltsin administration was forced to adapt what Robert Freedman describes as a "minimax" policy, maximizing its relations with Iran, while simultaneously attempting to minimize the resulting damage to US-Russian relations.
 
In November 1998, Russian Atomic Energy Minister Adamov signed an agreement with Iranian officials to make the Bushehr project a turn-key operation, which meant that Russian, not Iranian, technicians would be in control of the construction and initial operation of the facility. This move signified Russia's public commitment to press forward in its relationship with Iran, while still acknowledging US concern about a nuclear facility operated exclusively by Iran. Despite Russian attempts to placate American concerns, Russian entities continued to transfer sensitive dual-use technology and train Iranian scientist.
 Even if the Yeltsin administration wanted to capitulate to US demands there is little evidence to suggest that it had enough leverage in Moscow to counter the influence of the powerful energy and nuclear lobbies and their allies in the Duma.

In addition to nuclear cooperation, Russia and Iran increased energy cooperation in the Caucasus. Despite some disagreement over the allotment of oil resources in the Caspian Sea under the Russian-Kazakh agreement of July 1998, Russia and Iran were united in their opposition to growing Western influence in the Caucasus energy corridor. In October 1998, leaders from Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey, and Uzbekistan—with US officials in attendance—signed the Ankara Declaration, which formalized plans for the Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan pipeline. Additionally, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) declared its intent to pursue the development of a Trans-Caspian gas line from Turkmenistan to Baku and on through Turkey to Europe increasing Russian and Iranian concerns.
  
Iran's successful test of the Shahab-3 intermediate range ballistic missile in July 1998 alarmed official in Washington. The CIA reported that Russian entities provided vital technical assistance to the Iran’s ballistic missile program.
 In response, the US levied sanctions against two major Russian entities: the Scientific Research and Design Institute for Power Technology (NIKIET) and Mendeleyev University of Chemical Technology.
 Russian officials initially denied that the specific exchanges had taken place and claimed that all Russia actions were within the guidelines of the Missile Technology Control Regime. In January 1999, however, Yeltsin promised to halt the sale of sensitive dual-use technology to Iran.
 Russian Minister for Atomic Energy Yevgeny Adamov went one step further claiming that Russia would halt all nuclear cooperation with Iran if the US lifted sanctions against the two Russian institutions. While many smaller companies quickly stepped in to fill the void, it is believed that the institutions sanctioned by the US stopped providing technical assistance to Iran.
 

The Second Chechen War   

In August 1999, the advent of the Second Chechen War posed a significant challenge for Russia’s relationship with Iran. During the First Chechen War, Iran, motivated by concern for its economic and strategic relations with Russia, had muted criticism of Russian atrocities against Chechen Muslims. In 1999, Iran held the rotating presidency of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC). As a result, Iran was forced to increase its criticism of Russia's actions lest it jeopardize its already fragile relations with the rest of the Muslim world. Despite this reality, Iran was still hesitant to admonish its strategic and economic ally.  In September 1999, Iranian Foreign Ministry Spokesman Hamid Reza Assefi issued Iran's only official criticism of Russia's actions: "The Islamic Republic of Iran, while honoring territorial integrity, does not regard violent and hostile acts as a suitable way of dealing with recent incidents in Chechnya and Dagestan."
 In the following months, Iranian officials repeatedly emphasized that Iran was interested in playing a conciliatory role.

Initially the Russian response was equal tempered. Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov issued a statement saying "We are concerned over the attitude of Islamic countries to the events in Chechnya. However this is a domestic Russian problem, and we intend to settle it independently without aid or interference.”
 Later, in November as Iranian criticism grew, Russia responded by hinting that Iran was responsible for abetting the Chechen rebel groups and issued a vague warning: "It is clear that any form of support for the terrorists' actions will be viewed as a rude interference in the internal affairs of the Russian Federation with all the logical consequences."
  As the fighting raged on through the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, Iran directly approached Russia on the issue. During a visit to Moscow in January 2000, Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal Kharazi delivered the message to Deputy Foreign Minister Grigory Karasin that Russia’s actions were unacceptable and if it persisted, it risked losing all credibility in the Muslim world. Kharazi once again promoted the Iranian opinion that the conflict should be solved diplomatically. The war in Chechnya negatively effected Russian-Iranian relations but it did not break bring cooperation to a complete halt. Despite the disagreement Russia and Iran’s economic and strategic interdependence continued to bind the two countries together.
Consolidation and Expansion: Russian-Iranian Relations During the Putin Administration
While Russian-Iranian relations experienced significant setbacks during Yeltsin’s final months in office, the period following Putin's accession to the presidency in January 2000 was a period of rapid expansion.
 Putin made it clear that his administration was intent on maintaining strong economic and strategic relations with Iran. In the Iranian parliamentary elections in February 2000, the inverse happened. Moderate politicians, many of whom favored renewal of US-Iranian relations gained power in Iran. To Russia's relief, the reformers ambitions were once again quickly muted by the realities of domestic politics in Iran. The reformers were ultimately unable to overcome conservative elements in the Majlis, the Guardian Council and Ayatollah Khamenei.
 The Putin administration was keenly aware that if Iran shifted toward the West, Russia would lose a valuable trading partner and an invaluable ally on regional issues in Central Asia and the Caucasus.

In November 2000, Putin made a major step toward reinvigorating Russia's relationship with Iran by voiding the 1995 Gore-Chernomyrdin Agreement under which Russia had agreed to stop all arms sales to Iran. While Putin knew that this decision would raise ire in the West and possibly incur sanctions on Russian companies, the prospect of declining Russian-Iranian relations, either in response to Chechnya or because of the rise of reformers in Iran, was a reality that Russia could ill afford.
 As a manifestation of Russia's new policy, Russian Defense Minister Igor Sergeev visited Tehran for a new round of arms talk in December, 2000. The two sides came away with a tentative agreement for a series of arms deals valued at $3 billion.


The reinvigoration of Russia's relationship with Iran was facilitated on the domestic front by Putin's unique ability to consolidate power over Russia's many quasi-independent actors. Unlike Yeltsin, who had little control over the Duma and many of Russia's state agencies, Putin was popular with the Russian legislators and moved quickly to replace potentially unreliable politicians with close Kremlin allies. 


Putin's efforts both domestically and vis-à-vis Iran paid some dividends in March 2001 when Iranian President Mohammad Khatami paid a four-day visit to Moscow. While symbolically significant, the talks yielded few tangible results. During the meeting Putin and Khatami signed "The Treaty on Foundation of Relations and Principles of Cooperation," which was a far cry from a new arms deal or a mutual defense agreement. The document only specified that in the event one state is attacked, the other would not actively aid the aggressor and that Iran and Russia would seek to expand economic and strategic relations in the future. The real significance of the meeting was the rapport established between the two countries. Khatami spoke to a full session of the Duma and met privately with the Speaker of the Duma Gennady Selezniev and the leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Alexi II. Throughout these meetings Khatami, who had once advocated for closer relations between Iran and the US, stressed the importance of Iran's relationship with Russia.


In December 2001, Russia pulled its troops out of Chechnya, officially ending the Second Chechen War.
 The resolution of this disagreement coupled with Khatami's visit to Moscow and reciprocal visits by Russian officials to Tehran paid off in 2002 and 2003. In July 2002 Russia announced that it would complete work on Bushehr and that negotiations were underway for the construction of five new reactors in Iran.
 This relationship provided Russia not only with much needed cash but also with prospects for repeat business. Putin made this point abundantly clear during talks with US officials at the Moscow-St. Petersburg Summit in May 2002: "As far as (nuclear) energy is concerned, it focuses exclusively on economic issues."
   
Despite the growth of Russian-Iranian relations, the two sides were unable to come to an agreement on the division of the Caspian Sea. At the April 2002 Caspian Summit in Turkmenistan, Khatami proposed that each of the five nations bordering the Caspian receive an equal 20% share, which would have given Iran significantly more than the Russian-backed proportionally allotment scheme. Putin countered with a proposal to divide the line by costal boundaries.
 The summit ended without an agreement and in the months following, Russia moved to assert control over the region by signing bilateral agreements with Kazakhstan in May 2002 and Azerbaijan in September 2002 on the division of the disputed water and seabed.
 Despite the importance of this issue, Russia and Iran did not let the disagreement spill over into other areas of their relationship.
New International Pressure on Russian-Iranian Relations
In 2003, the US received new intelligence on Iran’s covert nuclear program indicating that there were previously unidentified sites throughout the country. When the US presented satellite photos indicating that Iran was building a centrifuge plant near the city of Natanz and a heavy water plant near Arak to authorities in Moscow, they downplayed the developments.
 In March 2003, following a round of IAEA inspections, Russia shifted its official line on Iran’s nuclear program. Director of MinAtom Alexander Rumyantsev claimed that Russia was only involved in the Bushehr project and had not been informed by Iran about the facilities in Natanz and Arak. In May 2003 Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov went one step further acknowledging the existence of the other sites and stating that Russia believed that all facets of Iranian’s nuclear programs should be brought under IAEA supervision expeditiously.
 


Buoyed by initial gains in Iraq, in June 2003, the US increased pressure on Russia to in turn pressure Iran to sign a protocol with the IAEA to allow unannounced inspections. During talks with Putin in St. Petersburg, US President George W. Bush also called on Russia to make a firm commitment not to provide Iran with nuclear fuel without the assurance that spent fuel would be repatriated.
  On June 12 Russian Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov announced that Russia would only provide Iran with nuclear fuel under the condition that Iran would sign a memorandum guarantying that all spent fuel would be returned to Russia. Russia, however, refused to push Iran to sign the IAEA inspection protocol. 


In September 2003, the IAEA set October 31 as the deadline for Iran to produce full documentation of its nuclear program and demonstrate that it was not interested in building nuclear weapons secretly.
 Russia sought to cushion the blow by stressing to Iran that the October deadline was not an ultimatum. In October, Iran agreed to accede to the Additional Protocols of the Non-Proliferation Treaty and to give a full account of its nuclear program in a deal arranged through negotiations with the EU-3 (Britain, France, and Germany).
 Russian officials cited Iran’s new compliance as evidence that Russian involvement in the Bushehr project was both legitimate and innocuous. The close involvement of the EU-3 and the IAEA during this period, did limit Russia’s control over the completion of Bushehr, significantly slowing the process.
 

During this period of increased international involvement, Russia continued to support Iran through diplomatic channels. In November 2003, the IAEA Board of Governors decided not to refer Iran to the UN Security Council in part because of significant Russian pressure.
 Russia’s commitment to Iran was motivated by two interrelated factors: First, as NATO continued to threaten to expand its influence in the former Soviet states, Russia needed a way to balance the encroachment. Second, Russia was motivated to demonstrate its independence in the face of the increasing reality of a unipolar world in which the US could act with impunity.
 
In January 2004, key revelations about Iran’s nuclear program emerged. As the full extent of A.Q. Khan’s nuclear proliferation network was exposed, Iran’s claim that its nuclear program was peaceful became increasingly unconvincing to the international non-proliferation community.
 Additionally, IAEA inspections discovered that a civilian company set up by the Revolutionary Guard was working to build an advanced P-2 centrifuge system to produce polonium 210 and highly enriched uranium, both steps vital to the development of a nuclear weapon.
 As the year progressed Iran grew more audacious. In April, Iranian scientist openly began to convert raw uranium yellow cake into uranium hexafluoride (UF6)—feed material for centrifuges—and in June Iran informed the IAEA that it intended to resume work on its centrifuge program.

In response to the announcements, the EU-3 once again entered into direct negotiations with Iran. Simultaneously, the IAEA threatened to refer Iran to the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) for violations of previous agreements unless Iran suspended its enrichment program and gave a full account of all of its recent activities, specifically efforts to enrich uranium using P-2 centrifuges.
 In November 2004, after two months of negotiations, Iran signed an agreement with the EU-3 to suspend all enrichment research and stop work on a heavy water research reactor in exchange for negotiations on political and security issues, technological cooperation and nuclear assistance. The EU-3 specifically offered to provide Iran with nuclear fuel, management assistance for Iran’s nuclear program, and a new light water research reactor. Despite optimism in Europe, immediately after the deal was struck, Iran began to backpedal. Iranian authorities made it clear that the suspension of the program was only temporary and if the negotiations with the EU-3 broke down, Iran would not hesitate to restart its program. 
 

Russia’s reaction to the EU-3’s interjection was mixed. The negotiations provided insurance against the prospect of a US or Israeli strike but also suggested that Britain, France and Germany were active competitors for the lucrative Iranian market for nuclear technology. Despite these concerns Russia joined the IAEA and the EU-3 in calling for Iran to adhere to its previous agreements. In June 2004 Putin went so far as to say that Russia would suspend its work on Bushehr if Iran did not cooperate with that IAEA’s demands.

Throughout both 2003 and 2004, Russia ability to pursue further relations with Iran independently or in conjunction with the EU-3 were limited by political realities in its near abroad.
 Moscow’s control over the CIS was crumbling; revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine and unrest in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan severely damaged Russian confidence and demonstrated the ineffectiveness of Russia’s foreign policy. Moreover, the Kremlin’s readiness to resort to authoritarian measures and oppose democratic reforms put it increasingly at odds with the West.

Consequently, in the early months of 2005, Putin and his close advisors in the intelligence and defense sectors sought ways to once again validate Russia’s role as both a regionally and globally significant actor.
 Strengthening its relationship with Iran was one way to do this. In February 2005, while the EU-3 deal was nearing collapse, Federal Atomic Energy Agency (formally MinAtom) Director Alexander Rumyantsev announced that Iran and Russia had finally reached an agreement on the delivery of nuclear fuel to Bushehr.
 The agreement specified that Iran was to return spent fuel to Russia, a move intended to ease fears in the West. Rumyantsev announced the deal just days after a summit between Putin and Bush during which the two leaders pledged to increase cooperation to limit nuclear proliferation. While the US was unequivocally opposed to Russia’s decision, the increasing tumult in Iraq limited America’s ability to back up its discontent with viable threats.
 In March 2005, the US joined the EU in offering Iran a series of economic and political incentives if it would forgo its nuclear program.

In addition to the Bushehr deal, Russia sought to strengthen its diplomatic relationship with Iran by inviting it to join the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) as an observer and the planned Caspian Sea Security Organization. The two countries also began talks on a new series of arms deals and stepped up negotiations on the development of a transportation corridor through Azerbaijan.
 

Following the surprising victory of the staunchly conservative Mahmoud Ahmadinejad over reform-minded former Iranian president Hashemi Rafsanjani in the June 2005 presidential elections, Iran hardened its stance against the US, the Europeans and the IAEA. Ahmadinejad flatly rejected a package of economic and security incentives offered by the EU and on August 9, Iranian officials broke the seal on the Isfahan uranium conversion plant.
 Immediately following Iran’s announcement, the Russian Foreign Ministry issued a statement calling on Iran to once again halt uranium enrichment and restart negotiations with the IAEA. Russia’s primary concern was ensuring that the Bushehr project could continue.
 The international community was further alarmed by a series of defiant speeches Ahmadinejad gave in the beginning of September in which he railed against the US and Israel and vowed to never cave to international pressure to abandon nuclear development.
 

In response to the reopening of the Isfahan enrichment plant and Iran’s opposition to negotiation efforts, the IAEA voted to refer questions about Iran’s nuclear program to the UNSC at its September meeting. Russia abstained and in a statement following the vote Federal Atomic Energy Agency Director Rumyantsev attempted to walk the fine line between recognizing the concerns of the international community and reassuring Tehran that Russia was committed to continuing work on Bushehr: “We appreciate that as a country, which has signed the non-proliferation treaty, Iran has every right to carry out its program to set up a nuclear fuel cycle. At the same time we do not recommend this. Russia will not abandon its cooperation with Iran.” 
 

In October 2005, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice traveled to Moscow to present the Bush administration’s case for referring Iran to the UNSC for sanctions. Russia responded by suggesting that it could act as a mediator between Iran and the US and its European allies. This was in part an attempt to capitalize on the global crisis to increase Russia’s significance on the world stage and in part an attempt to mitigate threats to the Bushehr program.
 As part of its assumed role, Russia once again proposed a joint uranium enrichment program during the November IAEA meeting under which Iran would be allowed to convert yellow cake uranium to uranium hexafluoride in Iran, but the final enrichment cycle would take place in Russia. The compromise, which was enough to keep the Board of Governors from referring Iran to the UNSC for sanctions, received only a lukewarm response in Tehran.

Simultaneously, Russia sought to bolster its relationship with the hardliners in Iran buy increasing arms trade. While the value of arms deals between Russia and Iran shrunk to $300 million between 1998 and 2001, trade expanded to $1.7 billion between 2002 and 2005.
 Central to this sharp increase was Russia’s agreement to sell Iran 30 SA-15 Gauntlet surface-to-air missile systems valued at $700 million in December 2005. As part of the same deal, Russia also agreed to upgrade Iran’s fleet of Sukhoi-27s and MiG-29s and sell it a new fleet of patrol boats.
 These additions promised to improve Iran’s strategic defenses against a prospective aerial attack on its nuclear facilities and also strengthened Iran’s ability to wreck havoc on oil shipping in the Strait of Hormuz in the event of an all out conflict. 


The hardliners in Iran, bolstered by Russia’s support, became increasingly bellicose. In January 2006, the Iranian nuclear agency announced that it restarted uranium enrichment. This announcement effectively ended attempts by the EU-3 to open another round of negotiations and moved the Europeans closer to the US position.
 On February 4, the IAEA voted 27-3 with 5 abstentions on a resolution calling on Iran to renew international confidence in the peaceful intention of its nuclear program and requesting that the Director General report Iran to the UNSC if Tehran did not take steps to reassure the international community by the March meeting of the IAEA’s Board of Governors.
 Russia fought to ensure that the resolution would not call for an immediate referral to the UNSC but ultimately joined the US and its European allies in voting for the resolution. From the Russian perspective, the resolution bought time to restart negotiations with Iran on the Russia’s proposed enrichment program.
 


Russian attempts at negotiation were ultimately in vain. Iranian President Ahmadinejad announced that industrial level nuclear enrichment would continue, ended compliance with surprise IAEA inspections and removed IAEA surveillance equipment from Iran’s nuclear facilities.
 Mohamed ElBaradei, Director General of the IAEA, in his March report to the UNSC made it clear that the IAEA was not satisfied with Iran’s level of compliance and expressed concern that Iran was pursuing nuclear weapons. The UNSC responded by demanding that Iran address the IAEA’s concerns and stop all enrichment activities by April 28 and instructed ElBaradei to report to the Council follow his April visit to Iran 
 

Throughout this period, Russia openly criticized Iran’s actions and stubbornness during negotiations. Russia Foreign Minister Lavrov commented “We are extremely disappointed with Tehran’s conduct during these talks. Iran is absolutely failing to help those (parties) who are seeking peaceful ways to resolve this problem. Contradictory signals are coming from Tehran. One day they reject it, the next they don’t.”
 Despite apparent frustration in Moscow, Russian diplomats made it clear that they remained opposed to any sanctions against Iran, largely because they would impede the progress of the Bushehr project and limits Russia’s ability to act independently in future negotiations. 


On April 11, 2006 one day before ElBaradei was scheduled to visit Iran, Ahmadinejad announced that Iranian scientists had successfully enriched uranium using the 164 P-1 centrifuges located at the Natanz plant. While the amount was too small to build a nuclear weapon, it was certainly a significant advancement for Iran’s nuclear program.
 Iran did little to lessen international concern during ElBaradei’s visit. Ahmadinejad declared that Iran would not back away from its enrichment program and the Iranian Atomic Energy Organization announced that it was testing advanced P-2 centrifuges.
 As Russian officials continued to maintain that Iran’s program could not produce nuclear weapon and that crisis should not be solved with sanction or the use of force, US patience was wearing thin. Following a meeting of the five permanent members of the UNSC (U.K., US, France, China, Russia) and German in late April, US Ambassador to Russia William Burns called for Russia to hold shipments of nuclear fuel rods to Bushehr. Russia responded that its activities at Bushehr were not the problem and unless the UNSC issued sanctions, it would not withhold delivery of the material.
 


In light of Iran’s actions it came as no surprise that ElBaradei’s report, submitted on April 28, was deeply critical of Iran’s nuclear program. The report indicated that Iran had not responded to the UNSC’s request to suspend all uranium enrichment. ElBaradei’s report also indicated that Iran had not complied with request for documentation on the level of military involvement and the nature of Iran’s deal with A.Q. Khan’s nuclear proliferation network.
 


 In June 2006, the United States and the EU-3 offered Iran a new proposal: In exchange for the suspension of enrichment activities and resumption of the cooperation with IAEA, Western nations would affirm Iran’s right to develop peaceful nuclear energy domestically, supply Iran with new light-water reactors, dismiss Iran’s case before the UNSC and offer WTO membership.
 At the June 11 meeting of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, Putin personally urged Ahmadinejad to accept the proposal in a timely matter. At the time Russia was under significant pressure to appear cooperative in advance of the mid-July G-8 meeting to be held in St. Petersburg.
 


Iran failed to respond to the proposal and on July 12 the P-5 nations and Germany decided to refer the case back to the full Security Council.
 Russia reiterated its criticism of Iran’s refusal to suspend its enrichment and reprocessing activities at the G-8 meeting in St. Petersburg. During Security Council negotiations, however, Russia remained opposed to the use of economic sanctions against Iran. On July 31 the UNSC adopted Resolution 1696 calling on Iran to give up its enrichment program by August 31. As a result of Russian and Chinese influence, the resolution did not explicitly threaten sanctions, but instead threatened that the UNSC would respond with “appropriate measures” under the authority of Chapter VII Article 41 of the UN Charter.
 While Russia attempted to balance its diplomatic relations with both Iran and the West, Russia continued to sell arms to Iran. In July 2006, the Russian state arms exporter Rosoboronexport announced a new deal to upgrade 30 Su-24 bombers capable of carrying tactical nuclear payloads.


On August 22 Iran outright refused to suspend its uranium enrichment program to comply with UNSCR 1696. The same day, Mohammad Saidi, deputy head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organizations, announced that Iran was moving forward with research on advanced centrifuge technology.
 In the proceeding months, the international community struggled to come to a unified response. During the internal negotiations, Russia worked to ensure that any sanctions against Iran would not affect the ongoing work on the Bushehr power plant, which was rapidly nearing completion. On September 8, Sergei Kiriyenko, head of Federal Atomic Energy Agency (FAAE), announced that the reactors at Bushehr were scheduled to come online by September 2007 and would begin feeding power into the electric grid by 2008.
 Later in the month, Atomstroiexport signed an agreement with Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization to ship 80 tons of fuel to Bushehr by March 2007.
  


The sanctions ultimately called for under UNSCR 1737 did not specifically exempt Bushehr by name, as Russian diplomats had pressed for, but did specify that the sale and transfer of equipment for light-water reactors—like those at Bushehr were exempt. While this was a victory for Russia’s interest, it became a point of contention in its relationship with Iran. This was the second time in 2006 that Russia had decided to side with the West. Russia’s attempt to protect the Bushehr program, from the perspective of many politicians and journalist in Tehran, was ultimately a selfish move. Russia had done little to support Iran’s accretions that its nuclear program was peaceful and that it had the right to pursue domestic enrichment unencumbered.
 


Despite these troubles, Russian economic ties with Iran continued to grow. Throughout 2006, Gazprom increased its involvement in Iran. In November the state-owned Russian company purchased a 45% stake in ArmRosGaz—the company that controls the Iran-Armenia natural gas pipeline—to augment its 30% stake in Iran’s massive South Pars natural gas fields. In remarks following the announcement of the deal, Deputy Chairman of Gazprom, Alexander Medvedev indicated that the Kremlin saw this as a way to expand cooperation with Iran in the energy sector and an opportunity to help Iran bring its natural gas to European markets.
 In addition to natural gas, in December 2006, Iran announced that Russian oil giant LukOil would develop Iran’s Anaran oil deposits.
 
The Growing Crisis in Russian-Iranian Relations
The tension between Moscow and Tehran over Russia’s decision to join the United States and its European allies in voting for sanctions against Iran in December 2006 only grew in the initial months of 2007. At the core of the row was a disagreement over the depth and dynamics of Russia and Iran’s relationship. Iranian officials idealized Russia as a strategic ally that shared their interest in balancing American power and expanding control over energy resources. While these certainly were Russia’s objectives, officials in the Kremlin were not convinced that building a stronger relationship with the perpetually embattled Iranians was the best way to achieve their objectives. Consequentially, from Russia’s perspective, its relationship with Iran was a limited strategic partnership based on specific projects and initiatives.

The differing perspectives were evident in January and February 2007 when Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei presented Russian officials with two separate proposals to dramatically expand relations between the two countries. Khamenei made the first offer to Russian National Security Council Secretary Igor Ivanov during his visit to Tehran in late January. Reports indicated that the proposal—which was not publicly released—called for the two countries to “share between them the responsibility for the future of the Middle East and Central Asia.”
 Khamenei’s offer was predicated on Iran’s analysis that the U.S.’s sphere of control in the region was shrinking and that Russia and Iran were in position to assert influence, especially if the two countries were able to cooperate. Underlying the offer was the idea that Russia and Iran were in some sense equals. To emphasize the seriousness of his proposal, Khamenei dispatched his personal representative Ali Akbar Velayati, the former Foreign Minister of Iran, to Moscow in February 2007 to press the proposed alliance.
 Despite Khamenei’s effort, Putin was unimpressed and never officially responded to the offer.
 

In January, Khamenei announced that Russia and Iran should create a natural gas export group similar to OPEC during National Security Council Secretary Ivanov’s visit to Tehran. The Russian response was to downplay the probability and viability of enacting this strategy.
 A spokesman from Russia’s Economic Development and Trade Ministry summed up Russian opposition to the idea: “I don’t understand why Russia would need to create a gas cartel, I don’t see any sense in this. The more so now that it is coming under serious external pressure. Why should we undertake commitments to synchronize our actions, why force ourselves into a regulation framework which could boil down to setting quotas?”

Moscow’s implicit rejection of Khamenei’s offer of alliance and explicit rejection of his idea for a natural gas OPEC drove the wedge between the two countries deeper. The events also strengthened suspicions held by many politicians and journalist in Tehran that Russia was not the strategic ally that Khamenei had hoped. 

Indicative of the troubled relationship, on March 12 the Russian Federal Atomic Energy Agency (RosAtom) announced that both the uranium delivery scheduled for March and work on the Bushehr nuclear plant would be delayed because Iran had fallen behind on its payments.
 The dispute over money for Bushehr began in February, when Ahmadinejad announced that Iran wanted to make payments in euros instead of US dollars, as the original contract specified. Russia, however, was unwilling to accept the change and the disagreement ultimately resulted in the March delay.
 The sentiment in Moscow was that Iran had stretched Russian patience too thin over the preceding months, and while the payment issues normally could have been resolved without stoppage, Russia used the issue as an opportunity to publicly express its discontent.

Behind the scenes, Russian diplomats made this point abundantly clear to their Iranian counterparts. During the week of the delay announcement, National Security Council Secretary Ivanov presented an ultimatum to Iranian nuclear negotiator Ali Hosseini Tash: Iran must stop its domestic enrichment activities at its Natanz facility if it wanted Russia to continue work on or deliver fuel to Bushehr.
 On March 24, Russia once again joined the U.S. and its allies in voting for toughened sanctions against Iran (UNSCR 1747). While many commentators described Russian cooperation as capitulation to Western pressure, Russia’s increasing alignment with the U.S. was an attempt to force Iran back to the negotiating table where Russia believed its interests could be best served. From Moscow’s perspective, if Tehran continued its rogue enrichment and probable nuclear weapons program, this would ultimately drive the U.S. or Israel to use force unilaterally, which would in turn destroy Russia’s attempts to raise its international standing as a mediator between Tehran and the West.
 


On March 26, Atomstroiexport announced that it had received payment from Iran and that talks were underway to develop a stable finance structure. One month later Russian and Iranian official meeting in Moscow announced that they had come to an agreement that would ensure that work at Bushehr would be unencumbered by payment issues.
 Throughout this period, diplomatic relations between the two countries remained tenuous. Iran constantly issued warnings that Russia should avoid turning Bushehr into a “political issue,” which was Tehran’s way of protesting Russia’s apparent use of Bushehr as a chip in negotiations with the West.
 


At the June G-8 summit, it was clear that Russia’s relationship with the US was also strained. The specific issue was the US plan to locate its ballistic missile defense system in Poland and the Czech Republic ostensibly to guard against the threat of an attack by a rogue nation such as Iran on mainland Europe. Russia felt that the new radar system was a direct threat to its national security. In an attempt to resolve the issue, during the G-8 meeting, Putin announced that Russia was willing to share its early warning radar station in Gabala, Azerbaijan.
 This location, Putin proposed, would be ideal for monitoring if “some countries such as Iran, were to test a nuclear weapon.”
 While the viability of the offer was dubious, the reaction in Tehran was sharp. The Iranian Majlis quickly issued a statement condemning the offer and decrying Russia’s repeated use of Iran as a strategic pawn in its broader foreign policy game.
 As the full extent of Iran’s anger became apparent, Russian officials were quickly worked to spin Putin’s offer. Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov denied that Russia considered Iran a threat and Chief of General Staff Yuri Baluyevsky said that Putin’s proposal was only bluff to test America’s motivations for developing its missile defense and was not a serious offer.
 

Despite the tumult of the preceding months, Putin’s visit to Tehran for the October summit of the Caspian heads of state offered new hope for Russian-Iranian relations. From the Iranian perspective, Putin’s visit came at a time when an Israeli or American military strike was a very real possibility. Over the summer, the US had noticeably hardened its rhetoric and in September, Israel struck targets associated with Syria’s covert nuclear program, reaffirming its willingness to strike unilaterally. Despite the Bushehr crisis and Russia’s acquiesces to sanctions, Russian leaders had always been firm in their opposition to military action against Iran.
 At the summit, Putin sought to reassert Russia’s role, both as a regional power and as an independent intermediately between the West and Iran. While in Tehran, Putin met privately with both President Ahmadinejad and Supreme Leader Khamenei. In the meetings, Putin reassured the Iranians that Russia was committed to completing work on Bushehr and presented the Iranians with a proposal to resolve the enrichment standoff. While details were not made public, reports indicated that Russia offered to establish a joint enrichment plant with Iran, an offer that reportedly already had US support. 
 

While the talks in Tehran did not produce any immediate results, they did mark the beginning of renewed discourse. In the months following the summit, Russia and Iran continued to improve relations. At the end of October Iranian Foreign Minister Manouchehr Mottaki hosted Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov in Tehran; the following month, Lavrov invited Mottaki for talks in Moscow.
 The negotiations paid off in December when Atomstroiexport made the first of eight deliveries of enriched uranium to Bushehr. The agreement between Russia and Iran specified that over a two-month period Atomstroiexport would deliver 82 tons of uranium under the supervision of the IAEA and that the spent fuel would be returned to the Russia.

The December deal was a diplomatic and strategic coup for the Putin administration. With one move, Russia had secured its economic interest in and relationship with Iran, reaffirmed its status as a significant and independent international actor, silenced critics in the West and undercut Iran’s justification for its domestic enrichment program.
 Russia’s success came at a time when the Bush administration was already on the defensive following the November National Intelligence Estimate, which reported that Iran had actually stopped pursuing nuclear weapons in the fall of 2003. As a result, the Bush administration welcomed the deal emphasizing that Iran no longer had any reason to continue its controversial domestic enrichment program.
 

Russia’s bilateral success was short-lived. Despite Russia’s offer, it became clear that Iran had no intention of giving up its domestic enrichment program. Even as Atomstroiexport continued to deliver enriched uranium to Bushehr, Iran continued to develop and test P-2 centrifuges, a significant improvement over the P-1 model, which were based on antiquated Pakistani technology.
 

Further complicating matters for Russia, on February 4, Iran announced that it had successfully launched the Kavoshgar-1 rocket, which it planned to use to carry its first satellite into space latter in 2008. Although Iranian officials provided few details about the rocket’s technical specifications, the successful launch had significant implications for Iranian missile development.
 Reports indicated that the launch site was located near a known Iranian missile development facility and that the rocket was linked to Iran’s Shahab-3 ballistic missile program. 
, 
 On February 12, Foreign Minister Lavrov expressed Moscow’s disapproval of Iran’s actions: “Russia does not approve of constant demonstration of (Tehran’s) intention to develop the missile sector and to enrich uranium.”
 Iran’s continued pursuit of missile technology, either overtly or covertly under the guise of its space program significantly damaged Russia’s case against the US missile defense program in Europe.

In response Iran’s actions, Russia joined with the other permanent members of the UN Security Council and Germany in calling for a third round of sanctions against Iran. Russian official were uncharacteristically supportive of the sanction draft presented by France and Britain. In advance of the vote, Russian Ambassador to the UN Vitaly Churkin said: “If Iran in the next few days does not stop the enrichment activities of its heavy water project then yes, Russia... has taken upon itself certain commitments... to support the resolution that has been drafted in the past month.”
 On March 3, Russia made good on its warning by voting for UNSCR 1803.
 In response to the sanctions, Iran announced that it would cut off all negotiations with the “group of six,” including Russia.
 While Iran ultimately backtracked on this decision, the fact that Russia was lumped with the US was an indicator that Russian-Iranian relations were strained. 

The Medvedev Administration and Prospects for Expansion

On May 7 Dmitry Medvedev, the former Chairman of Gazprom’s board of directors and a close confidant of Vladimir Putin, was inaugurated as President of Russia. In the early months of Medvedev’s presidency, there was little indication that Russia’s policy toward Iran would change significantly. Russia remained committed to engaging Iran on civilian nuclear technology and opposed the use of force by the US or Israel. Despite these assurances from Moscow, there was also no indication that Russia would explicitly seek to expand relations with Iran.
 

In July, Gazprom seized upon the French energy giant Total’s decision to withdraw from a multibillion-dollar deal to develop the South Pars gas fields. Total had come under significant pressure to cut ties with Iran and ultimately made the decision that investing in Iran was politically too risky.
 Under the new deal between the Iranian National Oil Company and Gazprom, the Russian company would take over phase 11 development of the South Pars gas fields from Total and the development of Iran’s North Azadegan oil field. The two sides also discussed prospects for Gazprom to participate in the planned pipeline to transmit Iranian gas to India and Pakistan.
  

With the exit of Total, Gazprom became the only foreign energy company operating in Iran.
 Gazprom CEO Alexei Miller emphasized that the Russian company was committed to support Iran’s development and would not be influence by Western political pressure. With the Iranian economy growing worse, the deal with Russia was an essential step to bringing Iranian natural gas to market and thereby ensuring future revenue. From the Russian perspective, the move was vital to securing Gazprom’s hold on the international gas market. Russian officials were acutely aware that Iran has the second largest proven natural gas reserves in the world and if Iran could resolve its issues with the West it would become Russia’s direct competitor for the European and Asian markets. The July deal provided insurance that even if Iran moved toward rapprochement with the West, Russia’s economic stake in Iranian natural gas would be secure.


As economic ties between Russia and Iran improved, relations between Russia and the US deteriorated. At the April NATO meeting in Bucharest, Romania the US won unanimous approval for its proposed European-based missile defense shield. NATO also approved membership for Croatia and Albania but resisted a US led push to offer Ukraine and Georgia membership.
 Despite assurance from the US that neither the missile shield nor NATO expansion were intended to threaten Russia, Moscow remained deeply concerned.
 The situation improved with little with the inauguration of Russian President Medvedev. In advance of Medvedev’s first G8 meeting in July, the United States announced that it would sign a treaty with the Czech Republic to build a missile defense radio station southwest of Prague.
 


The growing tension between the West and resurgent Russia peaked in August when open conflict between Russia and US-backed Georgia erupted. Russia’s armed forces moved into the pro-Russian separatist enclaves of South Ossetia and Abkhazia to drive out Georgian invading forces. After defeating the Georgians in South Ossetia, the Russians pressed on, invading Georgia itself. While initial taken aback by the speed of the Russian attack, the US and its European allies were extremely critical of Russia’s invasion and refusal to decamp from Georgian territory.
 While the crisis in Georgia continued the US and Poland announced that they signed an agreement to station 10 interceptor missiles in Poland, further aggravating the tenuous relationship between Washington and Moscow.


The confrontation between Russia and the West had a significant effect on Russian-Iranian interaction. Russia understood that dealing with Iran remained a higher priority for the US its allies than protecting Georgia or expanding NATO.
 With this knowledge, Russia once again sought to exploit its relationship with Iran for strategic gain. Days before violence broke out in Caucasus, the P5+1 countries, including Russia, announced that they would seek a fourth round of sanctions against Iran after Tehran ignored a deadline to respond to a new package of incentives.
 The rancor engendered by US’s intense criticism of Russia’s continued presence in Georgia brought the negotiation over sanctions against Iran to an abrupt halt. 
 

Russia also signaled that it was prepared to dramatically increase arms trade with Iran in response to any further expansion of US influence in Russia’s near abroad. Reports began to surface that Russia was prepared to sell Iran the advanced S-300 surface-to-air missile system.
 The S-300 can track 100 targets simultaneously at distances up to 75 miles and would significantly improve Iran’s ability to defend its nuclear instillations against an American or Israeli attack.
 

While Iranian officials welcomed any sort of effort by Russia that would impede or weaken the US’s ability to bring new sanctions or strike Iranian nuclear targets they were noticeably wary of expressing full support for Russia in the crisis in the Caucasus. Foreign Ministry spokesman Hassan Qashqavi issued a statement saying that Iran was “following current developments in the Caucasus and urges the belligerent parties to resolve their disputes through peaceful means." 
 Iranian officials were well aware that Russia was using its relationship with Iran as a strategic chess piece in its power struggle with the West. To Iran’s disappointment but not its surprise, Russia and the US were able to mend resolve their disagreement enough to agree to a deal in late September to seek a fourth Security Council resolution against Iran, although it was unclear if the resolution would call for further sanctions.
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