
Russia is concerned over the polarization in the South 
Caucasus region due to at least two reasons:

Firstly, Israel may become a serious competitor to Rus-
sia in arms sales to Azerbaijan. This would potentially 
undermine Russia’s nearly monopoly over arms sales 
to these conflicting post-soviet nations. Azerbaijan has 
imported 85% of its arms from Russia, according to a 
report by the Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (Sipri.org, 2016). Meanwhile Russia is the only 
arms supplier to Armenia (Eurasia Daily, November 6, 
2016). The cost of Azerbaijan’s deals with Israel in the 
defence industry amounts to 4.85bn of US dollars (Pres-
ident.az, December 13, 2016). Azerbaijan’s sophisticated 
arms imports from Israel may push Armenia to seek-
ing the alternatives to Russian-made arms.  Armenia’s 
financial and economic abilities are too limited for this 
option though. 

Israel’s arms supplies to Azerbaijan contradict the 
Kremlin’s interest to maintain the balance of power be-
tween Armenia and Azerbaijan. Russia is a strategic ally 
of Armenia and a strategic partner of Azerbaijan. But it 
supplies arms to both Armenia and Azerbaijan triggering 
objection and uproar on both sides. The Russian official 
argument was pronounced by Prime Minister Dmitriy 
Medvedev, who stated that Moscow aimed to keep mil-
itary balance between the conflicting parties and would 
go on supplying arms to Yerevan and Baku (Rossiya 1, 
April 9, 2016). He also opposed to arms supplies from 
other countries to Armenia and Azerbaijan as saying “it 
would make the situation more complicated”.

Perhaps it is not accidental that an official delegation 
led by Russian Deputy Prime Minister Dmitriy Rogozin, 
who is in charge of arms sales, visited Baku a few days 
following Netanyahu’s visit (President.az, December 16, 
2016). Just a day after Rogozin’s and a few days after 
Netanyahu’s visit, Azerbaijani minister of defence in-
dustry Yaver Jamalov announced that an agreement had 
been reached to buy the anti-missile defence system Iron 
Dome from Israel (Contact.az, December 19, 2016). 

There is some erroneous perception of the Iron Dome 
deal as Baku’s response to Russia-made Iskander mis-
siles demonstrated in a military parade in Yerevan (Eur-
asianet.org, December 18, 2016). Confronting Iron Dome 
against Iskander is like comparing apple to orange. The 
Iron Dome is an air defence system made to intercept 
short-range rockets and artillery shells fired from dis-
tances up to 70 km (43 miles) (Sputniknews.com, De-
cember 17, 2016). Yet the Azerbaijani army is equipped 
with S 300 and Barak-8 systems, which are capable to 
counter the high-flying Iskander missiles, according to 
a Stratfor report (Stratfor.com, December 19, 2016). 
Thus, the expensive Iron Dome deal represents yet an-
other symptom of a possible scenario that Israel may 
turn out a serious competitor to Russia’s lucrative arms 
sales to Azerbaijan whose defence budget has fluctuated 
around 3.4bn US dollars for consecutive years over 2011-
2015 on average. This figure for Armenia has hesitated 
around 430m US dollars (Sipri.org, 2016). Moscow has 
also sought to balance its supply of weapons to Azerbai-
jan with subsidized arms transfers to Armenia (Russian 
International Affairs Council, November 30, 2015). 

Armenia-Iran vs. Azerbaijan-Israel: 
Where is Russia?

visits by Israeli PM Benjamin Netanyahu to Baku, Azerbaijan, and Iranian President Hassan Rouhani to 
Yerevan, Armenia in December, 2016 are indicative of the polarization. Where is Russia, the elephant in 
the room?  What are the implications of the polarization for Russia.

January 2017

COMMENT Rahim Rahimov, Baku  

EESRI

www.eesri.org

The South Caucasus region has been seeing polarization as Armenia-Iran vs. Azerbaijan-Israel. The 
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Secondly, the polarization increases the Iranian influ-
ence in Armenia, which seeks to build relations with Iran 
that are more independent of Russia. This may affect the 
Russia’s dominant position in Armenia. That is anoth-
er worrisome point from the Kremlin’s perspective de-
spite oft-subsidized military supplies to Yerevan as part 
of Moscow’s ‘stick and carrot’ approach to maintain its 
predominance in Armenia.

For landlocked Armenia, whose borders with Turkey 
and Azerbaijan remain shut due to the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict, Iran is a vital partner for cooperation in 
the energy sector as well as trade, tourism, and econo-
my. A week after Netanyahu’s Baku visit, Iranian pres-
ident Hassan Rouhani paid an official visit to Yerevan, 
Armenia, which seeks to reduce the overwhelming de-
pendence on Russia. In the meantime, Iranian defence 
minister warned Azerbaijan against providing Israel 
with access to the region, which is “something Iran will 
not tolerate” (Russia Today, December 27, 2016).

Tehran and Yerevan have so far engaged in the energy 
cooperation as Armenia imports gas from Iran in ex-
change for electricity export. Yet the two countries are 
doing well in trade, commerce, tourism and other areas 
of cooperation. “Armenia and Iran can complete transit 
line connecting the Persian Gulf to the Black Sea. We can 
connect the Persian Gulf to the Back Sea through roads 
and railway”, Iranian President stated (President.ir, De-
cember 21, 2016). Although this issue has been long on 
agenda, with the lifting of international sanctions on 
Iran following the nuclear deal, Tehran is now in better 
position to bring it closer to reality.

“Moscow sees Iran as a threat to its predominance in the 
South Caucasus and particularly in Armenia, on par with 

the West and Turkey” according to Eduard Abrahamyan, 
an Armenian analyst (Cacianalyst.org, March 16, 2016). 
No doubt the corridor from the Gulf to the Black Sea 
would serve the Armenian perspective to reduce depen-
dence on Russia and ease the consequences of the iso-
lation related with the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. That 
would increase the Iranian influence in Armenia. And 
increasing Iranian influence would be at the expense of 
nobody but Russia simply because Moscow is the only 
crucial outside player in Yerevan.  

Moreover, Washington is not opposed to creation of the 
corridor and closer ties between Tehran and Yerevan. 
The US ambassador Richard Mills said that Armenia 
even might become a “platform” for U.S.-Iranian com-
mercial relations in the future (Azatutyun.am, June 23, 
2016). He also said that the US had long encouraged 
Armenia “to avoid overdependence on any one part or 
source” which is clearly Russia (Asbarez.com, February 
5, 2016). The US sees it as an opportunity to ease Rus-
sian dominance in Armenia.

Having almost lost Georgia following the August, 2008 
war (Modern Diplomacy, October, 2016), the Kremlin 
is not up to loosing another post-soviet nation in the 
South Caucasus whether Armenia or Azerbaijan. For 
more than two decades, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
has been instrumental for the Kremlin to keep Armenia 
fully and Azerbaijan partly in its orbit. As time passes, 
such instrumentalization of the conflict is turning out in-
creasingly tricky for Moscow though. Under such tricky 
circumstances, the polarization in the region as Arme-
nia-Iran vs. Azerbaijan-Israel is a source of Russian con-
cern, which might ultimately leave the Kremlin vis-à-vis 
with a terrible dilemma who to choose or even more pre-
cisely, who to lose Armenia or Azerbaijan.

2

EESRI COMMENT         January 2017

www.eesri.org

East European Security Research Initiative (EESRI) is a discussion, analytical and information-sharing international platform 
aimed at uniting efforts of the experts and researchers from various countries to find effective ways for strengthening security in the 
Eastern Europe as the most vulnerable region of the contemporary Europe. 

The views expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the position of the EESRI Foundation. 

© East European Security Research Initiative Foundation, 2017

About the author:

Rahim RAHIMOV, Independent political analyst/researcher on Russia, post-Soviet space, and political Islam. Rahim holds MA in 
International relations from the Hult International Business School in London, UK, and BA in Arab Studies from the Baku State 
University.  Twitter: @r_rahimov.

https://russian.rt.com/world/article/345578-iran-siriya-operaciya
http://www.president.ir/en/96919
https://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/analytical-articles/item/13343-the-potential-and-obstacles-to-armenia-iran-strategic-relations.html
http://www.azatutyun.am/a/27816254.html
http://asbarez.com/145608/u-s-not-opposed-to-closer-armenia-iran-ties/
http://moderndiplomacy.eu/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=1826:russia-self-trapped-in-abkhazia-and-south-ossetia&Itemid=124

