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 Abstract 
 Since the 1940s, the relationship between Israel and Russia has been complex and elaborate. After the new and 
demanding environment created during the Arab Spring in the Middle East for both states, Russia has become more 
actively involved in the local conflicts and diplomatic efforts, especially in Syria, and this stuation in turn has had 
implications for Israel-Russia relations. Whereas Russia perceives that sound relations with Israel are of strategic 
importance; Israel, on the other hand, grasps the growing importance of Russia in the Middle East, and takes its 
relationship with Russia as one of the cornerstones of its foreign policy. With this understanding, this paper explores 
different features of the political relations between Israel and Russia and implications for both states. 
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 1. Introduction 
 Since the 1940s, the relationship between Israel and Russia has been complex and elaborate. 
Although the USSR had a prevalent role in Israel’s establishment, relations between these states 
soon broke down, and did not fully recover until the 1990s. Israel and Russia have developed their 
relationship beyond the political domain, and this partnership caters to both states’ strengths, 
strenghtening their connecctions while contributing their security in the relationship. The close 
relations between the two countries are not only on the senior political level. To a large extent, a 
broad foundation of natural and human relations has been established between the peoples of 
Israel and Russia. 
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 Although Russia played a limited role in the Middle East until the beginning of the civil 
war in Syria, today it is actively making headways in the region. On the other hand, Moscow has 
been a destination of choice of Israeli prime ministers. Unlike many Arab states who cold 
shouldered their former arms supplier, Israel has been one of the very few states in the Middle 
East to maintain regular relations with Russia after the Cold War. Now it seems that both states are 
benefitting from this to upgrade their ties to a higher level which may reach a strategic one very 
soon. In fact, there are multiple converging interests for both countries to expedite establishing a 
realistic and pragmatic relationship, regardless of any differences in their views on some certain 
international issues. 

 Whereas Russia perceives that sound relations with Israel are of strategic importance; 
Israel, on the other hand, grasps the growing importance of Russia in the Middle East, and takes its 
relationship with Russia as one of the cornerstones of its foreign policy. With this understanding, 
this paper explores various features of the political relations between Israel and Russia. In this 
regard, after summarizing up and downs in history of this relationship, this paper analyzes the 
current status of the relations, and its implications for both states. 

 

 2. Israel-Russia Relations in Historical Perspective 
 The relationship between Russia and Israel has a long history, full of twists and turns, and 
since Israel became an independent state, relations have been difficult and complicated. During 
1940s, the USSR supported the establishment of an independent Israel, because it believed that the 
new Jewish state would be socialist and thus help accelerate the decline of Great Britain’s 
domination in the Middle East (Johnson, 1987, 527). Subsequently, in November 1947, with the 
other Soviet bloc states, the USSR voted in favor of the UN Partition Plan for Palestine (Israel 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, tarih yok), which created the State of Israel. Three days after Israel 
declared its independence, the USSR officially granted de jure recognition of Israel on 18 May 1948, 
long before most other states had done so (Rubinstein et al., 2002, 192). Thus it was the second 
country to recognise Israel (after the United States’ de facto recognition) and it became the first 
country to give the new state de jure recognition (Sofer, 2004, 6). On the other hand, it helped 
transfer arms from Czechoslovakia to the Jewish state during its Independence War in 1948 (Reich 
ve Goldberg, 2008, 507). 

 During the Cold War, political relations between Israel and Russia were poor, because of 
the USSR’s help to Arab states such as Syria, Egypt and Iraq to enhance their military capacities. 
However, in the years of reforms of perestroika and the full liberalization of the Soviet regime, the 
situation began to change. In 1987 President Mikhail Gorbachev told that “the absence of 
diplomatic relations between the Soviet Union and Israel cannot be considered normal” (Golan, 
1987). 

 After the USSR disintegrated, relations between the two states began to flourish marking a 
new phase of bilateral relations. Russia began to see Israel as a regional and nuclear power that 
Moscow could use as leverage to assert its presence in the Middle East (Avineri, 2001). From then 
on, Jewish immigration, which started from the old Soviet republics in 1990, continued to be the 
most important building block in the bilateral relationship. Besides the Jews living Russia, 
immigrants from Russia and former Soviet republics account for a large percentage of Israel’s 
citizens. Israel was the number one destination for post-Soviet Jewish migration, and that’s why a 
significant Russian-Jewish population began to exist in Israel (Remennick, 2002, 516). These 
Russian speaking communities of emigrants who still sympathize with Russia and with their 
previous compatriots or relatives who live in the former USSR states have retained their 
connections in Russia. They therefore have increased the bonds between the two states 
(Dubovikova, 2014), and the ties between Russia and Israel continue to depend on this huge 
community. 
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 Vladimir Putin was the first serving Soviet or Russian leader who visited Israel. His trip in 
April 2005 symbolized a complete change in the relations between Israel and Russia (Krichevsky, 
2005). Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, whose family came from Russia, greeted Putin warmly 
in Russian and told him that “I want you to know that you are among friends,” and Putin 
described Russia as Israel’s “strategic ally.” Putin’s trip was a significant step showing the 
improving relations between the two states, as they tried to fix decades-long troubled relationship. 
Putin and Sharon discussed especially on security issues, and Putin tried to dispel the Israeli 
authorities’ fears that Russia’s nuclear assistance to Iran or missile sales to Syria threatened Israel’s 
security (Myre, 2005). 

 Israel has had reservations about Russia’s continuing relationship with some states and 
organizations, specifically Syria, Iran, and Hamas. Russia has sold some weapon systems, 
including missiles, which Israel feared may end up in the hands of Hezbollah. For instance, in 
2006, Israeli troops found 39 Russian-made anti-tank missiles of AT-14 Kornet and AT-13 Metis in 
Hezbollah’s possession in southern Lebanon (World Tribune, 2006). In October 2007, when Israeli 
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert visited Moscow, he tried to block the sale of the S-300 strategic air 
defence system to Syria (World Tribune, 2007). As it is well known, Russia has also outwardly 
promoted and has been an important facilitator for Iran’s nuclear program. During his October 
2007 visit, Olmert also held talks with Putin about the Iranian nuclear issue, and briefed him 
regarding Israel’s anxieties and stance on Iran’s ambitions; whereas Putin assured Israelis that 
Israel should be safe from threat, and explained that “Russia views Israel’s security interests as a 
significant component in its regional policies” (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2007). 

 Even though Israel maintains good bilateral relations with Russia, they have also differing 
views on a number of subjects, and their interests in the Middle East may differ. Russia seeks to 
maintain working relations with all relevant players in the region. It does not want to shun anyone 
of importance. As before, it has been evident that Russia’s closest ally there now is Syria. But 
Russia also has rationally significant bilateral relations with Jordan and Egypt too. Additionally, 
while Russia maintains warm relations with Fatah, it also seeks good ties with Hamas after the 
latter’s victory in the Palestinian parliamentary elections in 2006. In Lebanon, Moscow seeks to 
have good relationship not only with the Lebanese government, but also with Hezbollah. In this 
regard, the most obvious disagreement in their understanding of the region is the perception of the 
so-called Shia axis which includes Iran, Syria and Hezbollah. For Israel this alignment is a real 
threat for the region and its contentious policies risk to destabilize the Middle East. However, as 
Russia sees it as a counterbalance to fundamentalism supported by the Sunni Arab monarchies, it 
supports Shia. 

 Although there have been different opinions and attitudes on a number of issues, and the 
relations between Israel and Russia have had their ups and downs, both Israel and Russia have 
been equally capable of taking a pragmatic approach in order to continue their relations, and have 
significantly increased bilateral political and economic cooperation. With respect to the developing 
relations, the crisis in Ukraine in 2013 and 2014 served as a litmus test for Israel-Russia relations, as 
the Georgian crisis did in 2008. In the months after the Russian ally President of Ukraine was 
ousted from office, Ukraine has been the scene of an upheaval; Russia has annexed Crimea and 
pro-Russian seperatists clashed with Ukranian forces in the eastern parts of Ukraine (The Moscow 
Times, 2014). Israel wanted to stay neutral, maintained a low profile throughout the crisis, and 
avoided participating United Nations General Assembly voting which condemned Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea (The Forward, 2014). That Israeli government was unwilling to confront 
Russia over the conflict with Ukraine made sense, given Israel’s generally cooperative relationship 
with Russia, based on the ties in different areas. On the other hand, Israel did not want to irritate 
Russia because of Russia’s decisive role it has played on the Iranian and Syrian issues. 

 

 3. Israel-Russia Relations after Syrian Crisis 



Uluslararası Sosyal Araştırmalar Dergisi / The Journal of International Social Research 

Cilt: 13   Sayı: 73    Ekim  2020  &  Volume: 13    Issue: 73    October  2020      

 

- 263 - 

 

 The Arab Spring has created a challenging environment in the Middle East for both Russia 
and Israel. Russia has become more actively involved in the local conflicts and diplomatic efforts, 
especially in Syria, and this stuation in turn has had implications for Israel-Russia relations. 

 As it is well known, Russia has been backing Syria since the crisis in that country has been 
raging on since March 2011. Russia follows a high-profile policy, and it has taken a strong stand in 
support of Syria and against international action. As one of five permanent members of United 
Nations Security Council, it has vetoed any sanctions against the Syrian government put before the 
Security Council (The Guardian, 2011) by declaring that Syria needed dialogue and not sanctions 
(Ynet News, 2011). Russia views Syria as a major partner in the region, with whom it has good 
political, military, and economic relations. Syria has been a significant ally for Russia to expand its 
influence zone in the Middle East. For that reason, Russia has regularly offered military, economic 
and social aid to Syria, and in turn Syria has become a dependable friend for Moscow. 

 Almost one year later after Putin visited Israel, Netanyahu went to Moscow in May 2013, 
where he held talks with Putin about the Syrian crisis. He requested Putin not to sell Syria the 
previously mentioned advanced air defence system, the S-300, and expressed his anxiety at 
Russia’s shipment of Yakhont anti-ship missiles to Syria (Tétrault-Farber, 2013), while Putin 
criticized Israeli air strikes in Syria (Gutterman, 2013). Netanyahu made a second trip to Moscow 
in the same year in November. After he could not convince the United States, he tried to use 
Russia’s leverage for tougher terms in a possible nuclear accord with Iran (Williams, 2013). During 
the visit, Israeli officials, confounded by the United States’ Middle East policy, searched ways to 
enhance security cooperation with Russia without jeopardizing its preeminent partnership with 
the United States. Acknowledging a shared frustration with Saudi Arabia and other states in the 
gulf region over Washington’s perceived wavering on Iran, Israeli officials sought to cultivate 
additional sources of support for its diplomatic and security agenda. 

 When the Arab Spring fever began to affect Syria, Israel did not want to be involved in the 
crisis, and kept a low profile (Berti, 2013, 136). However, as the security deterioration continued, 
Israel has installed red lines to make sure that significant military systems would not fall into the 
hands of militant groups, and it declared that it would act to restrict the transfer of advanced 
equipment and weapons to Hezbollah (Zitun, 2013). After the deployment of the Russian troops to 
Syria, and Russia’s increasing involvement in the Syrian crisis (The Times of Israel, 2015a), 
Netanyahu visited Moscow in September 2015 to discuss with Putin the implications of Russia’s 
growing military presence in the civil war in Syria (The Times of Israel, 2015b). Netanyahu 
brought with him to Moscow important military and security officials including Israel Defence 
Forces (IDF) Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Gadi Eizenkot, IDF Director of Military Intelligence 
Major General Hertzi HaLevi and National Security Adviser Yossi Cohen (Yan et al., 2015). The 
presence of these officials with Netanyahu in Russia was notable. Netanyahu tried to demonstrate 
Russia the importance of the situation on Israel’s Syrian border and their determination to 
continue airstrikes on critical Hezbollah targets in Syria (Gross, 2015). “It’s very important to come 
here in order to explain our position and do everything so there are no misunderstandings of our 
region or yours,” said Netanyahu (Sputnik News, 2015), and both leaders discussed the 
coordination of military activities in Syria to avoid accidental fire. At the same time, Netanyahu 
stressed Israel’s policy “to do everything to stop weapons from being sent to Hezbollah” 
(Tsvetkova, 2015). Putin condemned the rocket attacks on Israel, and said that Moscow’s 
operations in the region would be “very responsible” (Beaumontin, 2015). Moreover, he assured 
Netanyahu that Syria was not in a condition of opening a second front against Israel, and told that 
“the Syrians are busy fighting for their own statehood” (RT News, 2015). After Russia began 
airstrikes in Syria, it informed Israel ahead of its operations, and the advance notice showed the 
understanding reached between Israel and Russia (Pileggi, 2015). In this respect, in October 2015, 
senior military officials held meetings to coordinate the operations, and discussed the ways to 
avoid “accidentally clashing or scrambling each other’s communications” (The Times of Israel, 
2015c). 
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 Each side made great effort to get this “deconfliction” agreement work flawlessly, and for 
this reason, mutual visits reached a record number in recent years. According to Alexey Drobinin, 
deputy chief of mission at the Russian Embassy in Tel Aviv, 2016 was the most remarkable year in 
terms of political dialogues between two countries in their history. Many high-level delegations 
mutually visited each state and ensured the well functioning of the “deconfliction” agreement 
(Frantzman, 2017). Year 2017 surpassed even 2016 in terms of the frequency of the Russian-Israeli 
high level contacts. There were two face to face meetings, on March 9 and August 21 between 
Putin and Netanyahu in the year. Agenda items discussed were mostly Syria, Iran, Hezbollah, and 
Iranian presence in the region. Israel’s concerns over Iran and its activities in Syria were seen in 
Israeli officials’ statements throughout the year. In one of his statements Israel Defense Minister 
Avigdor Liberman expressed Israel’s determination not to tolerate Iran’s presence in Syria, telling 
that Israel “will not allow Shiite and Iranian entrenchment in Syria. And we will not allow all of 
Syria to become a forward-operating base against the State of Israel. Whoever doesn’t understand 
that-should understand that” (The Times of Israel, 2017a). The year 2018 also followed the suit. For 
the new year celebration, Netanyahu issued a statement praising Putin for the “excellent ties” 
between the two countries (Keinon, 2018). Soon afterwards, he met with Putin in Moscow on 29 
January 2018. After this visit a large security delegation from Russia visited Israel at the early days 
of February 2018. The main topic of these meetings and talks was Iran and Hezbollah (Khoury, 
2018). These interactions are clearly the result of the strategic and security concerns of both states, 
but at the same time, are also strong signs of flourishing bilateral relations. 

 The meetings between Netanyahu and Putin, and the close relations between state officials 
have demonstrated just how far ties between Israel and Russia have progressed since end of the 
Cold War. Today the situation in the Middle East is complicated, and the various regional interests 
of Russia and Israel in the Middle East reveal many overlapping points. Both countries have been 
hit hard by terrorism, and it seems that they aim and wish to cooperate in the war on terror. That’s 
why the defence authorities of the two states have started in an important dialogue. 

 On the other hand, Israel considers the growing Russian presence (as shown, for instance, 
by the arms deal between Russia and Eygpt (Defense Industry Daily, 2016) after the removal of 
Muslim Brotherhood from government) in the Middle East especially after the Arab Spring. For 
Israel, Russia has too many connections (Syria, Iran, Palestinians, and Egypt) in the Middle East 
which may affect Israel’s foreign policy towards Arab states; and the developments in connection 
with Russia may have disturbing results for Israel. For instance, after the removal of President 
Muhammad Morsi from office, Egyptian leader Abdul Fattah al-Sisi chose Russia as his first visit 
to a non-Arab country. In the wake of that coup in Egypt, the United States delayed the transfer of 
certain weapon systems to Egypt, and spurred Sisi to seek Moscow’s help in transforming Egypt’s 
military acquisition sources (Schenker and Trager, 2014). According to the reports, Egypt and 
Russia signed a $3 billion weapons deal which included the sale of “MiG-29s, an unspecified air 
defense component, Mi-35 attack helicopters, light weapons and ammunition, and coastal anti-ship 
complexes” (Defense Industry Daily, 2016). On the other hand, Russia was one of the states that 
took part in the nuclear negotiations with Iran (Davenport, 2017). Moreover, since the beginning of 
the Syrian civil war, Russia has gradually become one of the main players in this issue, and is 
committed to promoting alternatives to solve the Syrian problem that will ensure its future 
position in the Middle East (Magen, 2013), along with the bases it will hold (Pinchuk, 2017). 

 In the first months of the Syrian crisis, Israel did not take sides in the struggle, and its 
response was cautious and limited (Greenberg, 2011). However, the uprisings in Arab World have 
been a golden opportunity for Iran to pursue its short and long term interests on political and 
military domination of the Middle East. Iran has increased its influence in the region, has full 
support for Syria today, and contemporary Syrian-Iranian alliance bothers Israel. In short, Iran and 
its activities especially in Syria are the only serious threat for Israel at the moment, and security 
remains Israel’s main preoccupation. As security has the top priority on Israel’s foreign relations 
agenda, and as Israeli officials know very well that Moscow is a close partner of the Syrian regime 
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of Bashar Assad, they continue to coordinate their actions with Russia with respect to Iran’s 
activities as well. At the same time, as the war in Syria moved towards a new phase, Netanyahu 
has urged Syrian President Bashar Assad that Israel will use force to prevent Iran’s any attempt to 
establish any military presence in Syria. The warning was a strong sign for Israel’s “non-
intervention policy” change which had been maintained since the beginning of the civil war. Until 
the end of 2017, Israel only targeted Hezbollah terrorist organization and “there was no direct 
targeting of the Syrian Army or of Assad” (The Times of Israel, 2017b). However, Israel’s this 
stance did not last vey long. On 10 February 2018, after an Iranian drone’s violation of the Israeli 
air space, Israel Air Force units immediately intercepted and shot down the drone. As a part of the 
mission, Israeli jets also hit the command and control center of Iranian drone in Palymira, Syria 
where they faced heavy air defense artillery fires of Syrian Army as a result of which one Israeli jet 
crashed. Israel’s response was very harsh. Israeli Air Force hit “eight Syrian targets, including 
three aerial defense batteries, and four Iranian positions that it described as part of Iran’s military 
entrenchment in Syria” (Kershner et al., 2018). This was the first direct confrontation of Israel and 
Russia backed Syria, which had been avoided so long by Russia and Israel. 

 

 Conclusions 

 Israel and Russia have good bilateral relations that have developed over the years. 
Compared with the past, today, the level, scope, and importance of relations between Israel and 
Russia are unprecedented. Both states see each other as an important friend and seek to establish 
mutual understanding to improve cooperation in different areas. Relations between Israel and 
Russia have implications beyond their borders, and their partnership has influenced international 
politics especially across the Middle East. While Russia tries to be a dominant actor in the Middle 
East, and tries to wield influence in the region, for its part, Israel carefully keeps an eye on the risks 
that could challenge its security and interests, while following both Iran’s ongoing efforts to 
acquire a nuclear capacity as well as the transforming environment in the neighboring countries. 

 Due to Russia’s growing influence in the Middle East, especially its control over Syria and 
Iran, and United States priority shifts, some Israeli pundits and officials advocate that stronger ties 
with Russia will contribute more for Israel’s security policies (Ferziger and Wainern, 2018). 
Nevertheless, there are still some delicate issues between Israel and Russia in terms of Russia’s 
goals in the region and its complex relationships with Iran, Hezbollah and Syrian Regime. 
Therefore, Russian-Israeli relations are naturally complicated, but at the same time have never 
been stronger.  

 Although Israel and Russia face the same dilemma of how to promote their interests 
without harming the other side’s political and security interests, they overcome this by seeking 
consensus and by avoiding dogmatic discussions of any kind. Even if both countries’ interests 
differ in the Middle East, it is evident that they do not conflict. As for Syria and Iran, both Israel 
and Russia have some similar objectives, such as not wanting the reach of extremist groups to 
spread, and keeping Assad in power unless a plausible alternative could be found. In this regard, 
Russia’s support of President Bashar Al-Assad should not be considered as an important issue for 
Israel. Isareli government seems prefer stability even with Assad in power over an unknown 
authority which may include extremists in Syria and their presence near Golan Heights. Russia’s 
air defense asssets in Syria are not also major obstacle for Israel’s relations with Russia as long as 
good faith kept between them (Marcus, 2015). However, the latest Iranian presence near Golan 
Heights and an Israeli jet’s shot down in February 2018 by Syrian air defense fire clearly indicate 
that a better coordination is needed between Russia and Israel in order not to cause any unwanted 
incident which may endanger current good relations. 
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