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About This Report

The 2018 National Defense Strategy (NDS) starts with the assertion that “Interstate strategic 
competition, not terrorism, is now the primary concern in U.S. national security.” Even the 
NDS acknowledges, however, the need for cooperation with competitors, albeit “from a posi-
tion of strength and based on our national interests.” As part of a larger study of cooperation 
in an era of strategic competition, we assessed the potential for U.S. security cooperation with 
China and Russia in Europe and the Middle East. The other volumes in this series are

• Vanishing Trade Space: Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in an Era 
of Competition—A Project Overview, RR-A597-1, by Raphael S. Cohen, Elina Treyger, 
Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, Asha Clark, Kit Conn, Scott W. Harold, Michelle Grisé, 
Marta Kepe, Soo Kim, Ashley L. Rhoades, Roby Valiaveedu, and Nathan Vest

• Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, RR-A597-2, by 
Scott W. Harold, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, and Soo Kim

• Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in the Global Commons, RR-A597-4, 
by Raphael S. Cohen, Marta Kepe, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, Asha Clark, Kit 
Conn, Michelle Grisé, Roby Valiaveedu, and Nathan Vest.

The research reported here was commissioned by Headquarters Air Force A-5 Strategy 
Section and conducted within the Strategy and Doctrine Program of RAND Project AIR 
FORCE as part of a fiscal year 2020 project “China, Russia, and the United States: Intersecting 
Points of Cooperation and Competition.” This research was completed in September 2020, 
before the February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine and before the U.S. military with-
drawal from Afghanistan in August 2021. It has not been subsequently revised.

Human Subjects Protection
RAND is committed to ethical and respectful treatment of RAND research participants and 
complies with all applicable laws and regulations, including the Federal Policy for the Pro-
tection of Human Subjects, also known as the “Common Rule.” The research described in 
this report was screened and, if necessary, reviewed by RAND’s Human Subjects Protection 
Committee, which serves as RAND’s institutional review board (IRB) charged with ensuring 
the ethical treatment of individuals who are participants in RAND projects through obser-
vation, intervention, interaction, or use of data about them. RAND’s Federalwide Assurance 
(FWA) for the Protection of Human Subjects (FWA00003425, effective until February 18, 
2026) serves as our assurance of compliance with federal regulations. 

The views of  any unnamed sources are solely their own and do not represent the official 
policy or position of any department or agency of the U.S. government.
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provides the DAF with independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the develop-
ment, employment, combat readiness, and support of current and future air, space, and cyber 
forces. Research is conducted in four programs: Strategy and Doctrine; Force Modernization 
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DAF subject-matter experts. 
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Summary1

Issue

As part of a larger study of cooperation in an era of renewed great power competition, we 
assessed the potential for cooperation on seven issue areas that most directly affect U.S. secu-
rity interests in Europe and the Middle East. 

Approach

We investigated where the United States’, China’s, and/or Russia’s interests might overlap 
and what the potential obstacles to cooperation might be with regard to salient issue areas in 
Europe and the Middle East, and we identified key second-order benefits or costs of coopera-
tion that should be considered by decisionmakers. To do so, we drew on primary and second-
ary source materials in three languages, as well as interviews with 28 government officials, 
military officers, academics, and think tank analysts.

Conclusions

Our analysis suggests several key conclusions:

• In Europe, the trade space contains hardly any opportunities for cooperation on the core 
security challenges within each issue area. However, there are opportunities to limit 
escalation or manage tensions over those core issues that remain the province of compe-
tition with Russia (notably, piecemeal arms control, confidence- and security-building 
measures, and deconfliction and escalation management).

• In the Middle East, substantive opportunities for cooperation exist in principle—more 
with Russia than China, but some cooperative options exist even with the latter. 

• Obstacles complicate even relatively modest steps toward the theoretically present 
opportunities for cooperation.

• Cooperation is likely to be accompanied by both positive and negative second-order 
effects, which would have to be weighed by decisionmakers in light of their policy pri-
orities. Although there is at least a potential that the overall benefits outweigh the costs, 
the net assessment hinges on details, external developments, and policy preferences. 

1 This research was completed in September 2020, before the February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine 
and before the U.S. military withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021. It has not been subsequently 
revised.
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Recommendations

We recommend the following to the U.S. government:

• If the United States chooses to cooperate, approach cooperation with Russia in Europe 
and the Middle East through gradual, modest steps. 

• In Europe, focus on measures that reduce the risk of competition producing conflict: 
conventional arms control, confidence- and security-building measures, crisis manage-
ment, and deconfliction.

• Expand U.S. engagement with Russia on ending the conflict in Eastern Ukraine, using 
the framework established by the Minsk II agreement.

• Pursue more modest opportunities to limit the most acute consequences of the conflict 
in Eastern Ukraine for the affected populations and to reduce tensions between the par-
ties.

• Seek opportunities to cooperate with Russia to counter Iranian proxy networks.

We identify further opportunities for cooperation that could advance U.S. interests under 
certain conditions:

• Monitor developments to identify opportunities to help deescalate potential conflicts in 
the Balkans (notably, Kosovo’s status).

• Consider seeking cooperation opportunities with regard to Syria through the Geneva 
process with Russia and China.

• Monitor developments for potential to participate in Syria’s reconstruction in coopera-
tion with Russia (and to a lesser extent, China), should conditions change and a window 
of opportunity arise.

• Monitor developments for potential to advance peace and stability between Israel and 
Palestine in cooperation with Russia, should conditions change and a window of oppor-
tunity arise.

• Monitor developments for potential to prevent a nuclear Iran in cooperation with Russia 
and China, should conditions change and a window of opportunity arise.

We recommend the following to the Joint Force, U.S. Department of Defense, and the 
Department of the Air Force:

• Identify strategies for competition with potential to create incentives for cooperation.
• Maintain and look for opportunities to expand military-to-military engagement for 

purposes of deconfliction in Syria and establish such channels in Europe.
• Pursue dialogue with Russia to limit sales of S-400 missile systems and other advanced 

weapon systems to Iran.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction1

For years after the end of the Cold War, the United States enjoyed the prerogative of the world’s 
dominant superpower. Over the past several years, as has been recognized in U.S. strategic 
documents, that world order has changed, and the international system is once again charac-
terized by great power competition. The 2017 National Security Strategy (NSS) and the 2018 
National Defense Strategy (NDS) therefore declare that strategic competition with Russia and 
China has become the United States’ primary focus.2 Although often described as a “renewal” 
of great power competition, the present moment differs from the Cold War in one important 
respect: The United States is now competing with not one but two near-peer powers simul-
taneously.3 This distinction has important ramifications for the policy choices that the U.S. 
government and its military make to achieve U.S. objectives and succeed in a competitive 
environment. In particular, simultaneous competition with both China and Russia on all 
fronts at all times is likely unsustainable and costly.4 And simultaneous competition with 
both is very likely to keep driving them into a closer and closer partnership with each other.5 
This study was therefore motivated by the proposition that cooperation with one or the other 
power on some fronts will lessen the severity of these challenges. 

There is no undisputed definition of competition; we follow prior RAND research to 
define it as “the attempt to gain advantage, often relative to others believed to pose a chal-
lenge or threat, through the self-interested pursuit of contested goods such as power, secu-

1 This research was completed in September 2020, before the February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine 
and before the U.S. military withdrawal from Afghanistan in August 2021. It has not been subsequently 
revised.
2  U.S. Department of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of Amer-
ica, Washington, D.C., 2018a (hereafter cited as NDS, 2018); The White House, National Security Strategy of 
the United States of America, December 2017 (hereafter cited as NSS, 2017). 
3  Congressional Research Service, Renewed Great Power Competition: Implications for Defense—Issues for 
Congress, Washington, D.C.: R43838, August 25, 2020b, p. 2. 
4  See, e.g., “Experts: US Dual Containment of Russia, China Is Flawed, but Will Continue,” Russia Mat-
ters, June 11, 2020. 
5  See, e.g., Dmitri Trenin, “US Obsession with Containment Driving China and Russia Closer,” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, July 31, 2019.
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rity, wealth, influence, and status.”6 Cooperation, then, can be defined as “seeking th[e] same 
goals through mutual coordination of activities for common benefit.”7 Even in an era of great 
power competition, as RAND’s Michael Mazarr and co-authors explain, competition need 
not characterize the competitors’ approach to every issue of consequence: A state can pick 
and choose from “a wide array of strategies for gaining absolute or relative advantage,” some 
of which “will be cooperative, some neutral, and some competitive.”8 For some issues, U.S. 
interests would be best served through competitive strategies aimed at gaining advantage 
over China or Russia. However, U.S. interests do not diametrically diverge from those of its 
competitors with regard to every issue of importance, and cooperative approaches to these 
may be most fruitful. Moreover, some security problems, particularly in regions where Chi-
nese or Russian influence outstrips that of the United States, may be difficult for the United 
States to address without cooperating with China or Russia to some extent. Motivated by 
these propositions, we examined whether and to what extent the United States should frame 
and pursue cooperation with China or Russia to advance its important national security and 
foreign policy objectives in Europe and the Middle East. 

Methodology

We proceeded in several discrete steps. First, we defined the issue area for analysis. Second, 
we assessed the equities of each competitor to determine whether and to what extent a the-
oretical trade space for cooperation exists for each issue area. Third, we identified salient 
obstacles and second-order effects to translating those theoretical opportunities for coopera-
tion into practical reality. And fourth, from that analysis, we identified recommendations for 
the U.S. government, the Joint Force and the U.S. Department of Defense, and the U.S. Air 
Force.

Defining Issue Areas
To explore the potential for cooperation amid great power competition, we began by identify-
ing key issue areas that most directly affect enduring U.S. security interests and correspond-
ing objectives in Europe and the Middle East, on the basis of major, unclassified strategic 
documents: We focused on the NSS and the unclassified summary of the NDS and supple-
mented those with other relevant official sources, such as the National Defense Authoriza-
tion Acts of the past several years, the U.S. European Command (EUCOM) and U.S. Central 

6  Michael J. Mazarr, Jonathan Blake, Abigail Casey, Tim McDonald, Stephanie Pezard, and Michael Spir-
tas, Understanding the Emerging Era of International Competition: Theoretical and Historical Perspectives, 
Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2726-AF, 2018.
7  Mazarr, Blake, et al., 2018, p. 5.
8  Mazarr, Blake, et al., 2018, p. 5. 



Introduction

3

Command (CENTCOM) posture statements, and official U.S. State Department statements. 
Using these documents, we identified issue areas where the United States has articulated 
significant interests and objectives consistently across current and previous U.S. administra-
tions. We excluded some key issues—such as nuclear nonproliferation generally—because 
they are more properly addressed in the context of the companion report on the “global 
commons.”9 We excluded other issue areas because of their largely economic character, such 
as ensuring fair and reciprocal trade practices. And we exclude yet others because they are 
less central to core U.S. national security interests. 

For Europe, this resulted in the following issue areas: broader Euro-Atlantic security; 
Baltic security; Balkan security and strategic orientation; Turkey’s regional role and strategic 
orientation; and the future of Ukraine. For the Middle East, the list consists of two general 
issue areas: Middle East stability and peace processes, and countering Iran and its proxies.10 
Within each issue area we identify, the United States has a number of subsidiary interests 
and objectives; we do not address all of these in depth but rather focus on interests that both 
(1) are of high importance to the United States and (2) are most likely to intersect or clash 
with Chinese or Russian interests. 

Assessing and Measuring Trade Space for Cooperation
We aim to assess whether and to what extent the United States may be able to advance its 
interests with regard to each set of issues through cooperation with Russia and/or China in 
the near term—that is, in the five- to ten-year horizon. To systematically assess whether there 
is viable trade space for cooperation within a given issue area, we make use of three con-
cepts: stakes, alignment, and cooperation itself. Stakes corresponds to the intensity of interests 
or equities that each of the U.S. competitors has with respect to each issue area. Stakes are 
defined as “high” when an issue is vital to the state’s or the regime’s survival and/or is identi-
fied in strategic documents or official statements as a core national security concern. Stakes 
are considered “medium” for those issues that touch on the state’s self-conceived sphere of 
influence or key allies, partners, or economic relationships but do not directly affect the 
state’s and/or regime’s survival. Stakes are considered “low” for issues that are largely periph-
eral to a state’s interests and tend to receive less attention in leaders’ public statements and 
official policy documents. 

Alignment captures the extent of rhetorical agreement or divergence of U.S. competitors’ 
objectives with U.S. objectives. We code alignment as “yes” if the expressions of Russian or 

9  Raphael S. Cohen, Marta Kepe, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, Asha Clark, Kit Conn, Michelle Grisé, 
Roby Valiaveedu, and Nathan Vest, Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in the Global Com-
mons, Santa Monica, Calif.: RR-A597-4, 2023. We do address the prospect of a nuclear Iran, but not broader 
nonproliferation concerns.
10  We define the Middle East primarily as the countries in the CENTCOM area of responsibility without 
the Central and South Asian countries—plus Israel. We do, however, also refer to select North African 
countries in the U.S. Africa Command area of responsibility, for better contextualization.
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Chinese objectives and interests in official documents and public statements are largely har-
monious with U.S. objectives. We emphasize that alignment is a matter of talk, rather than 
action, and a finding of rhetorical alignment means only that the two states in question claim 
to be pursuing mutually compatible goals. We code alignment as “no” if China’s or Rus-
sia’s expressed objectives or interests are opposed to or adverse to those of the United States. 
Finally, alignment is assessed as “mixed” if they are not entirely harmonious or adverse to 
U.S. objectives. This usually occurs if Chinese and Russian statements suggest harmony on 
some sub-issues within an issue area but not others or if the statements are contradictory 
(e.g., if different parts of the government offer different expressions of objectives, or public 
statements differ from private or less public declarations that nonetheless become known). 
Alignment may also be mixed if official statements appear to closely resemble the U.S. posi-
tion, but it can be easily ascertained that the Chinese or Russian interpretation of their own 
public statements diverges from the U.S. understanding (e.g., all three powers may share the 
goal of combating terrorism, but their definitions of terrorism diverge considerably, making 
a finding of even rhetorical alignment implausible). Issue areas on which one or the other 
power does not articulate a position are coded as “not available” (N/A). 

Cooperation is shorthand for potential for cooperation or willingness to cooperate. A 
declared or demonstrated willingness to bargain or negotiate on an issue is often a first sign 
that a state is willing to cooperate; willingness to cooperate, however, goes beyond this and 
requires evidence that a state would be willing to commit resources or effort to back up its 
representations or promises. We code cooperation potential as “high” if there are concrete 
signs that the state is willing to incur costs to achieve shared goals—where costs include both 
tangible resources and intangible, but no less real, political capital, such that a leader would 
suffer reputation costs if they were to fail to live up to their commitments. We code coop-
eration as “low” if there are no observable signs to that effect. “Medium” applies to cases in 
which China or Russia have given unclear or contradictory signals about their commitment 
on an issue, made a commitment and then retracted it, or have engaged in half-hearted coop-
eration (for example, by having passively allowed the United States to achieve a given policy 
outcome but avoided actively aiding its efforts). Finally, “N/A” is reserved for cases where a 
power does not have much say in the matter one way or the other and could not meaning-
fully cooperate even if it chose to do so. Chapters Two through Nine each cover one of the 
issue areas, and in each chapter we summarize our assessment of each factor for both Russia 
and China in a table. We do not expressly include an assessment of U.S. stakes in those tables 
(although we do describe U.S. stakes and their intensity in each chapter). We note here that 
because the issue areas were identified in the first place by reference to important U.S. objec-
tives, U.S. stakes are either high or medium but never low. 

An assessment of alignment and willingness to cooperate produce the theoretically avail-
able trade space for cooperation. Of course, a theoretical opening for cooperation does not 
mean that cooperation will necessarily occur, or even that a cooperative strategy on that issue 
would be an easy proposition. As we explain in the overarching companion report in this set, 
cooperation in the international system is difficult, all the more so when it is between rival 
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states engaged in multidimensional competition.11 Thus, we further consider what obstacles 
can be identified that make cooperation within the trade space difficult. Our analysis of this 
question yielded a number of common obstacles across issues sets: a lack of mutual trust 
between parties with regard to a particular issue; audience costs, or the domestic political 
costs that a leader is likely to incur were they to cooperate on a particular issue; the presence 
of third parties, whose participation or consent is important to the fate of cooperative ven-
tures but whose interests diverge from the competitors’ and/or each other; issue linkages, or 
cases where issues on which cooperation is possible become tied to an issue on which it is not; 
a lack of perceived immediacy or urgency to address an issue that may be approached coop-
eratively; and legal constraints that limit the shape that cooperation may take.12 

Furthermore, we consider what second-order effects can be expected should the United 
States choose to pursue cooperation with respect to some issue. While cooperation on any 
given issue should be evaluated in the first instance by reference to its direct effects—that is, 
the extent to which it will advance the U.S. objective with respect to that issue—we think it 
necessary to consider second-order effects on other issues and considerations, as well as on 
the interests of third parties. Three broad categories of second-order effects should be con-
sidered in weighing cooperation possibilities. First, in view of the simultaneous competition 
with two rivals, we consider the effect that potential cooperation with one competitor might 
have on the other—whether these effects are to blunt or sharpen competition with the other, 
or to boost or undermine the China-Russia strategic partnership. Second, we consider the 
positive “externalities”—that is, the positive second-order effects that cooperation on one 
issue might have on other issues, or on parties other than Russia or China. And third, we 
examine negative externalities, or the cost to other U.S. goals or objectives that might arise 
from pursuing cooperation on a given issue. Second-order effects are particularly impor-
tant for cooperative possibilities that in themselves appear of relatively minor value, and can 
either increase or nullify the expected first-order gains from cooperation. 

Data Sources

Our study relied on several data sources. In addition to official documents, public statements 
of officials, and news media in English, Russian, and Chinese languages, we relied on the 
abundant expert (academic and policy) analyses produced by U.S., European, Middle East-
ern, Chinese, and Russian experts. We initially planned to do a lot of field work in Russia, 
China, Europe, and the Middle East, but because of the coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pan-

11  Raphael S. Cohen, Elina Treyger, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, Asha Clark, Scott W. Harold, Michelle 
Grisé, Marta Kepe, Soo Kim, Ashley L. Rhoades, Roby Valiaveedu, and Nathan Vest, Vanishing Trade Space: 
Assessing the Prospects for U.S. Security Cooperation with China and Russia in an Era of Competition—A 
Project Overview, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-A597-1, 2023.
12  We considered only legal constraints limiting the menu of actions for the United States and its allies 
where necessary, and we did not conduct an analysis of either the Russian or Chinese legal landscape.
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demic, only the latter part of the plan could be realized. Members of our research team inter-
viewed a total of 28 people in 15 interview sessions in Jordan and Israel, including U.S., Jor-
danian, and Israeli diplomats, military officers, academics, and think tank analysts. Those 
interviews focused on the room for potential great power cooperation in the Middle East, 
with much of the conversations focused on Syria. We also conducted 11 interviews over the 
phone and in person in Washington, D.C., with U.S. experts, Jordanian journalists, and U.S. 
military officers and diplomatic officials. 

Research for this study was conducted between September 2019 and September 2020.

Overview of This Report

Organization
This report is structured as follows: In Chapter Two, we synthesize the overarching equi-
ties that each of the three powers has in Europe and the Middle East and address at a gen-
eral level the limits and the contours to the cooperation trade space that are evident without 
much further analysis. In Chapter Three, we address a set of issues we describe as broader 
Euro-Atlantic security, which is intended to capture European security issues that transcend 
particular parts of Europe. In Chapter Four, we examine security in the Baltic region, a key 
arena of competition between Russia and the United States and its allies. In Chapter Five, we 
examine (Western) Balkan security, including the unresolved conflicts in the region and its 
orientation. In Chapter Six, we address Turkey’s strategic orientation and its regional role. 
In Chapter Seven, we address the future of Ukraine—and more specifically, the future of 
the conflict in Ukraine’s East, ignited by Russian actions. In Chapter Eight, we turn to the 
Middle East, where great power competition is unsurprisingly unfolding, as each of the three 
powers seeks influence over the region. In particular, in Chapter Eight we address the poten-
tial for cooperation on advancing stability and peace processes to some of the Middle East’s 
most acute or intractable conflicts. In Chapter Nine, we address the challenges posed by Iran, 
whose policies and support for militant actors throughout the Middle East constitute a per-
sistent security threat to U.S. and allied interests. 

For each issue area addressed in Chapters Three through Nine, we first review the U.S., 
Chinese, and Russian equities or interests with regard to the fate of the Euro-Atlantic security 
architecture to determine whether and where any of the competitors are rhetorically aligned 
in their interests. Second, we identify specific avenues of cooperation in the space where 
interests are aligned, review the evidence that Russia or China are willing to negotiate and 
cooperate along these avenues, and identify salient practical obstacles to actualizing coopera-
tion in the near term. Finally, we identify salient potential positive and negative second-order 
effects of pursuing cooperation along these avenues, with attention to the potential effects of 
cooperating with one competitor on the China-Russia partnership.

In Chapter Ten, we summarize the findings with respect to each issue area and draw on 
that analysis to generate recommendations for the U.S. government, the Joint Force and the 
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U.S. Department of Defense, and the Department of the Air Force on how to realize some of 
the theoretical opportunities to cooperate and advance U.S. interests. 

Key Takeaways
Unsurprisingly, given the recognition that we have entered a new era of strategic competi-
tion, and given the general scarcity of cooperation among states in the international system, 
the trade space for cooperation is rather narrow. Some cooperative approaches are possible 
with respect to virtually every issue area, but the number of issues on which obstacles can be 
overcome and where bargaining might actually lead to cooperation in the near term is likely 
small. 

Obstacles even to what appear to be relatively modest steps toward cooperation loom large. 
A lack of mutual trust is pervasive, as are third-party problems: The fact that European prob-
lems often call for participation or agreement by multiple European stakeholders is a compli-
cating factor in an era in which relations between the United States and its European allies 
are not in their best state. Perceptions that issues lack urgency or immediacy, issue linkages, 
legal constraints on the U.S. side, and domestic audience costs for U.S. decisionmakers also 
characterize most of the issue areas we address. Cooperation on the issues within the trade 
space is likely to have both positive and negative second-order effects on other issues and U.S. 
allies and partners, inevitably entailing trade-offs. However, injecting tensions into China-
Russia relations is rarely a likely second-order effect of any opportunities to cooperate that 
emerged from our analysis.

In Europe, the trade space consists primarily of opportunities to reduce risks of unintended 
escalation or manage tensions over those core issues that remain the province of competition 
with Russia: piecemeal arms control, confidence- and security-building measures (CSBMs), 
and deconfliction and escalation management. Our analysis suggests that cooperation along 
these lines is not impossible but would be difficult without political will and leadership on 
both sides to overcome some of the most salient obstacles we identify—a lack of mutual trust, 
audience costs on the U.S. side, issue linkages on the Russian side, and the numerous interests 
of third parties with divergent preferences. In the Middle East, more substantive opportuni-
ties for cooperation exist in principle—more with Russia than China, but some cooperative 
options exist even with the latter. However, here, too, obstacles likely complicate the prospects 
of actualizing the more ambitious of these opportunities in the very near term. In particular, 
the more substantive options for cooperation in the region are unlikely to be possible without 
a change in the United States’ approaches to advancing its objectives—notably, the United 
States’ approach to preventing a nuclear-armed Iran or advancing the Israeli-Palestinian 
peace process. 

We emphasize that we do not conduct a systematic net assessment of the direct and second-
order costs and benefits of cooperation on any of the issues within the trade space for cooper-
ation. Instead, the recommendations we offer call out areas where there is at least a nontrivial 
potential that the benefits outweigh the costs. We emphasize in particular the value of even 
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modest cooperative steps that may be possible. As other expert analyses observe, in view of 
the limited space for cooperation, “recommendations that can actually be implemented are in 
short supply,” and “even small steps would be an achievement.”13 Such small steps can begin 
the “process of rebuilding a degree of trust” between the United States and Russia, gradually 
creating a more hospitable climate for higher-value cooperation.14 These steps, moreover, are 
intended not to remedy or normalize relations, but to ensure that relations move out of the 
“dangerous dead end that threatens the U.S. national interest” and embrace a better balance 
between “deterrence and détente”—to quote the assessment of some of the United States’ 
most prominent Russia experts.15

13  Katarzyna Kubiak, ed., Towards a More Stable NATO-Russia Relationship., European Leadership Net-
work and Russia International Affairs Council, February 2019. 
14  Richard Sokolsky and Eugene Rumer, U.S.-Russian Relations in 2030, Washington, D.C.: Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, June 15, 2020.
15  Rose Gottemoeller, Thomas Graham, Fiona Hill, Jon Huntsman, Jr., Robert Legvold, and Thomas R. 
Pickering, “It’s Time to Rethink Our Russia Policy,” Politico Magazine, August 5, 2020. 
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CHAPTER TWO

American, Chinese, and Russian 
Overarching Interests in Europe and the 
Middle East

Some of the most central national security and foreign policy interests of the United States 
pertain to Europe and the Middle East. These regions are also sites of great power competi-
tion, as Russia and China pursue their own interests and strive for influence. More detailed 
discussion of specific issue areas is set forth in the following chapters, but this chapter pro-
vides a brief overview of U.S., Chinese, and Russian overarching interests in Europe and the 
Middle East, to offer the general contours of where the trade space for cooperation might 
lie—and where U.S. objectives are in direct opposition to the interests of the competitors. 
Despite shifting geopolitical currents and emerging challenges in the transatlantic relation-
ship, Europe remains the most integral ally for the United States, and the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) is the primary mechanism for pursuing U.S. security objec-
tives in Europe. U.S. interests in Europe have remained consistent for many decades, but 
U.S. interests and equities in the Middle East have been in greater flux. In both theaters, the 
United States seeks to address salient threats to stability and security, maintain its partner-
ships and alliances, and prevent aggression and curtail influence by Russia and China. To the 
extent U.S. interests are defined in terms of that opposing its competitors, the trade space for 
cooperation is a priori limited, and there is no real possibility of “grand bargains” with either 
one of the competitors. However, some U.S. interests do not diametrically diverge from those 
of China and Russia, and cooperative approaches to these may be available.

American Interests in Europe and the Middle East 

Europe
In the post–World War II era, Europe has collectively been the closest and most important 
ally to the United States. U.S. national interests have been closely intertwined with European 
security, with “Europe whole and free . . . and at peace with itself” figuring prominently as 
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a goal of U.S. foreign policy since the end of the Cold War.1 The transatlantic relationship 
is based on shared Western norms and values, by the United States’ extensive political and 
economic ties with most individual European states and the European Union (EU), and by 
the United States’ and Europe’s common pursuit of shared security objectives. NATO and 
the EU are the key institutions that underpin not only the transatlantic relationship but also 
the U.S.-led international order.2 The transatlantic economic relationship is next to none in 
significance for U.S. and European interests, as the United States and the EU are each other’s 
largest trading and investment partners.3 European allies and partners have supported U.S. 
interests in multilateral institutions, such as the United Nations (UN) and World Trade Orga-
nization, and their objectives around the world.4 Thus, the United States’ stakes in Europe 
and its relationship with its European allies go far beyond the continent itself, encompassing 
the many U.S. foreign security and economic interests globally that enjoy the support of the 
Euro-Atlantic partnership.5 

For these reasons, strengthening relationships with European allies and partners has been 
a paramount and enduring goal of U.S. policy.6 The United States and Europe have built up 
a Euro-Atlantic security architecture to pursue their shared objectives, the cornerstone of 
which is NATO. One of the primary goals of the United States in Europe, accordingly, is to 
strengthen the NATO alliance. As the latest key strategic documents continue to affirm, the 
United States seeks to ensure the credibility and unity of collective defense in order to bolster 
NATO’s deterrent power across Europe.7 NATO was originally designed to deter and respond 
to actions from one potential adversary in particular: the Soviet Union. NATO’s mission has 
changed and transformed since the end of the Cold War, and its areas of focus have been in 
some flux: Most recent strategic documents identify violent Islamist extremism, the instabil-
ity and tensions associated with the migrant and refugee flows stemming from the Middle 
East and Africa, Russian aggression, and Russian and Chinese influence as the threats that 

1  U.S. Embassy in Berlin, “A Europe Whole and Free,” U.S. Department of State, May 31, 1989. 
2  For a synthesis of these interests as articulated by U.S. officials and policy documents, see Kristin 
Archick, Shayerah Ilias Akhtar, Paul Belkin, and Derek E. Mix, Transatlantic Relations: U.S. Interests and 
Key Issues, Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, April 27, 2020. 
3  NSS 2017, p. 47; Archick et al., 2020, p. 4. 
4  For example, the NSS cites the contribution of European allies to the fight against terrorism in Afghani-
stan and across Africa and the Middle East, as well as to the stabilization of Iraq (NSS, 2017, p. 48). 
5  For example, shared security objectives also include countering violent extremism and nuclear nonpro-
liferation, which are addressed in a companion volume: Scott W. Harold, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, 
and Soo Kim, Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, Santa Monica, Calif.: 
RAND Corporation, RR-A597-2, 2023.
6  This is the case despite points of tension and frustrations expressed by leaders and officials on both sides 
of the Atlantic at various times. See Archick et al., 2020, p. 5. 
7  NDS, 2018, p. 9; Public Law 116-92, National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2020, Decem-
ber 20, 2019a (hereafter NDAA, 2019), p. 464; NSS, 2017, p. 47.
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the alliance needs to counter.8 Although the list of threats is broader than this, U.S. security 
focus in Europe has once again returned to countering and deterring Russian aggression and 
subversion. The NSS cites Russia as a threat and states that “the United States and Europe will 
work together to counter Russian subversion and aggression,”9 and EUCOM’s 2019 posture 
statement identifies “a revisionist Russia” as “the primary threat to a stable Euro-Atlantic 
security environment.”10 Thus, the U.S. military is currently postured to deter a Russian 
attack—especially against a NATO member state, because such an attack would trigger the 
United States’ collective-defense commitments under Article 5 and risk exposing the weak-
ness of the collective-defense guarantee.11 The United States has also sought to counter Rus-
sian gray zone activity and limit Russian interference across the continent.12 When deter-
rence has failed, the United States has sought to inflict costs on Russia, such as imposing 
sanctions in connection with Russia’s aggression toward Ukraine.13

Apart from deterring intentional aggression and countering malign influence by Russia, 
the United States has also had a historical interest in reducing the risk of inadvertent escala-
tion or armed conflict, especially with a nuclear rival.14 Traditionally, the latter interest has 
been addressed through arms control, both conventional and nuclear, and CSBMs, which 
serve to increase transparency and reduce the possibility of misperceptions triggering con-
flict. Although the United States has reiterated its commitment to ensuring effective con-
ventional arms control (CAC) in Europe in various policy documents and statements,15 
the reliance on this pillar of Euro-Atlantic security architecture has been uneven in recent 
years. With most of the agreements making up the historic CAC and CSBM regime, and the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, undermined or abandoned, U.S. leaders 
and officials are rethinking how to pursue U.S. interests in reducing the risks of inadvertent 
conflict with Russia.16 

8  NSS, 2017, p. 48; NDS, 2018, p. 9.
9  NSS, 2017, p. 48.
10  Curtis M. Scaparrotti, “U.S. EUCOM Posture Statement 2019,” testimony presented before U.S. Senate 
Committee on Armed Services, March 5, 2019.
11  NSS, 2017, p. 48.
12  Scaparrotti, 2019. 
13  For example, the Countering Russian Influence in Europe and Eurasia Act of 2017 (Title II of Public Law 
115-44, Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), August 7, 2017).
14  For example, Public Law 115-232, John S. McCain National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 
2019, August 13, 2018, p. 416.
15  See, for instance, Thomas Dinanno, “U.S. General Debate Statement,” U.S. Department of State, Octo-
ber 10, 2019; Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, Forum for Security Co-operation, 
“Statement by the Delegation of the United States of America,” October 23, 2019c.
16  Steven Keil and Sophie Arts, “Strategic Spiral: Arms Control, U.S.-Russian Relations, and European 
Security,” German Marshall Fund of the United States, March 10, 2020; Samuel Charap, Alice Lynch, 
John J. Drennan, Dara Massicot, and Giacomo Persi Paoli, A New Approach to Conventional Arms Control 
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Reducing the risks of armed conflict in Europe, intentional or unintended, also means 
that the United States has an interest in preventing potential conflict flashpoints from esca-
lating.17 Threats to European peace and stability include political conflicts in the Balkans and 
breakaway regions in Eastern Europe (South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Transnistria, and Nagorno-
Karabakh), among others.18 To help contain and prevent these potential sources of instabil-
ity on the continent, some of which have the potential to draw the United States and NATO 
into conflict with Russia, the United States has sought to strengthen cooperation with key 
non-NATO countries, including Serbia and Ukraine.19 The United States has also generally 
sought to advance the integration of states into Western institutions, motivated not only by 
security considerations but also by interests in supporting the spread and entrenchment of 
Western political and economic values. Thus, the United States broadly supports the ambi-
tions of those countries on the continent that are not members of the EU or NATO. Notably, 
the United States supports the integration of Balkan countries into the EU and NATO.20 The 
United States has also prioritized preserving the Western orientation of Turkey, a state that is 
a NATO member but that has often aligned itself more closely with Russia.21 

China is a relatively recent entrant into the European continent and has far less of a pres-
ence and influence than Russia, but U.S. interests in Europe now also include concerns about 
China’s influence. Notably, the 2017 NSS expressed concern that “China is gaining a strategic 
foothold in Europe by expanding its unfair trade practices and investing in key industries, 
sensitive technologies, and infrastructure.”22 This concern stems in particular from Chinese 
involvement in major European ports, acquisitions of high-tech companies, and the partici-
pation of China’s telecommunications giant, Huawei, in building Europe’s 5G wireless net-
works.23 Although a less prominent and a newer strand in U.S. interests in Europe, the need 
to guard against and counter growing Chinese influence is also becoming a goal.24

in Europe: Addressing the Security Challenges of the 21st Century, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
RR-4346, 2020. 
17  NDS, 2018, p. 9; Public Law 116-92, Title XII, Matters Relating to Foreign Nations, Sec. 1239, Updated 
strategy to counter the threat of malign influence by the Russian Federation and other countries, Decem-
ber 20, 2019, p. 459.
18  Valeriia Bondareva, “U.S.-Russia Relations and the New Euro-Atlantic Security: Time for a Smart Invest-
ment,” Center on Global Interests, May 23, 2016. 
19  NSS, 2017, p. 48.
20  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, “U.S. Relations with Serbia,” Octo-
ber 31, 2019c.
21  U.S. Department of State, U.S. Bureau of Europe and Eurasian Affairs, “U.S. Relations with Turkey,” 
July 28, 2020; U.S. Department of State, Integrated Country Strategy: Turkey, March 10, 2020, p. 10.
22  NSS, 2017, p. 47.
23  Archick et al., 2020, p. 16. 
24  Archick et al., 2020, pp. 16–17.
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The Middle East
Although less central to U.S. national security than Europe, the United States has long-
standing weighty interests in the Middle East, which center on ensuring the free flow of nat-
ural resources (or a “stable global energy market”); promoting stability, particularly insofar 
as it threatens the security of key allies; and maintaining U.S. relationships in the region.25 
Threats to these interests are numerous and translate to the following set of U.S. objectives: 
promoting peace processes and regional stability, countering Iran, combating violent extrem-
ist organizations, and maintaining a freedom of navigation.26 As General Joseph L. Votel, 
former commanding general of CENTCOM, emphasized, the U.S. approach and its strate-
gic advantage relies on “the partnerships, alliances and whole-of-government efforts” that 
the United States has fostered over decades, rather than brute military force.27 Nonetheless, 
although a number of U.S. administrations have sought to limit U.S. military involvement 
in the Middle East, sizable troop deployments in the region remain, making stability of the 
region of particularly sharp consequence to the United States.

Among its efforts to promote peace processes, the United States has prioritized the pur-
suit of a relatively peaceful modus vivendi between Israel and its Arab neighbors and efforts 
toward the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The United States has also pursued 
a resolution to the Syrian Civil War and is attempting to effect reconstruction in the war-
ravaged country, to which U.S. regional partners will almost certainly have to contribute. 
Additionally, the United States has attempted to leverage its close relations with all members 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) to ease tensions and avert conflict among the Arab 
Gulf states.

Countering Iran is the United States’ primary threat-based objective, as defined by 
contemporary strategic guidance documents.28 Iran’s expanding influence, its support for 
regional nonstate armed groups, and its intermittent pursuit of nuclear weapons undermine 
regional stability and pose acute security threats to key U.S. partners such as Israel. Working 
through and supporting U.S. partners in the region is part and parcel to the United States’ 
approach to countering malign and destabilizing Iranian activity in the region. 

Alongside other interests and objectives, in an era of renewed great power competition, 
the United States also has an interest in maintaining a favorable balance of power and striv-

25  NSS, 2017, pp. 48–49.
26  See Joseph L. Votel, “The Posture of U.S. Central Command,” testimony delivered before the Senate 
Armed Services Committee, Washington, D.C., February 5, 2019; NSS, 2017, pp. 48–50. The U.S. objectives 
of promoting peace process and regional stability and countering Iran are addressed in Chapters Eight and 
Nine, respectively. Combating violent extremist organizations and maintaining freedom of navigation are 
addressed in Chapters Five and Seven, respectively, in the accompanying report on U.S., Chinese, and Rus-
sian cooperation in the global commons (Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023). 
27  Votel, 2019.
28  NDS, 2018, p. 2; NSS, 2017, p. 49.
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ing for “a Middle East that is . . . not dominated by any power hostile to the United States.”29 
This means that other U.S. goals are to be pursued while bolstering United States’ ability to 
preserve its long-standing strategic dominance in the region and compete with China and 
Russia for influence in the Middle East.30 The United States’ ability to pursue its key strate-
gic objectives, including maintaining influence, relies on maintaining its strategic partner-
ships.31 The 2018 NDS establishes that “enduring coalitions and long-term security partner-
ships . . . remain a priority” in U.S. strategic planning and that forming “enduring coalitions 
in the Middle East” will be a critical component of the United States’ strategic approach to 
the region.32 Thus, Washington has leveraged key regional partnerships, such as those with 
Egypt, Jordan, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Bahrain, to advance peace processes 
with Israel.33 U.S. partnerships also facilitate access, basing, and overflight, which are essen-
tial to the United States’ pursuit of many of its strategic objectives, including countering vio-
lent Islamic extremism, countering Iran, assuring security of navigation for the flow of natu-
ral resources, and maintaining regional influence.34 

Chinese Interests in Europe and the Middle East

Europe
The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC’s) 2018 white paper on its approach to Europe outlines 
Beijing’s official views on China’s common interests and main principles for the relationship. 
It asserts that “As major participants in and contributors to world multi-polarity and eco-
nomic globalization, China and the EU share extensive common interests in upholding world 
peace and stability, promoting global prosperity and sustainable development and advancing 

29  NSS, 2017, p. 48.
30  It is important to note that while maintaining partnerships, promoting peace processes, and strength-
ening partners to act as a bulwark against malign Iranian activity could help preserve U.S. standing in 
the Middle East, critics of this approach argue that aggressively countering and containing Iran in reality 
exacerbates tensions and structural weaknesses that plague U.S. partners—such as Iraq and Lebanon—and 
exacerbate or prolong conflicts—such as those in Syria and Iraq.
31  Maintaining strategic partnerships is also an avenue by which the United States pursues its other 
regional objectives as well—countering Iran, combating violent extremist organizations, and promoting 
stability, freedom of navigation, and the flow of energy resources. Each of these objectives are discussed in 
their own right—countering Iran in the following chapter and combating violent extremist organizations 
and promoting stability in the companion volume on the global commons (Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023).
32  NDS, 2018. 
33  Votel, 2019, p. 28.
34  See, e.g., Votel, 2019, p. 32; Matthew Wallin, “U.S. Military Bases and Facilities in the Middle East: Fact 
Sheet,” American Security Project, June 2018, p. 10; U.S. Energy Information Administration, “The Strait of 
Hormuz Is the World’s Most Important Oil Transit Chokepoint,” June 20, 2019.
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human civilization.”35 These interests appear broad, but, first and foremost, Europe is viewed 
as an important part of China’s economic engine, owing to its status as China’s top export 
market and a key source of advanced technology.36 China’s other main interest in Europe is 
ensuring continued support for, or at least acquiescence to, China’s rise to global power by 
2050, as envisioned by Chinese President Xi Jinping. 

Beijing sees Europe primarily as an economic market and an important group of actors on 
the world stage that can help or hinder China in achieving its ambitions and securing access 
to high-tech products. One of China’s four “guiding principles” for the relationship—i.e., Bei-
jing’s expectations for Europe’s behavior, as outlined in its 2018 Policy Paper on the Euro-
pean Union—is economic cooperation without restrictions (“openness, inclusiveness and 
win-win cooperation”).37 Europe’s economic importance to China cannot be overstated. As 
noted above, Europe has become China’s largest trading partner, with Chinese 2019 exports 
to Europe worth roughly $406 billion and imports worth roughly $222 billion.38 This trade 
surplus for China, roughly $184 billion and the highest ever, accounts for roughly 30 percent 
of China’s total trade surplus and, along with its $346 billion trade surplus with the United 
States (47 percent), makes over three-quarters of its total trade surplus with the world.39 Chi-
na’s importance for Europe, by contrast, is somewhat less significant: China was Europe’s 
fourth-biggest trading partner in 2019.40

Beijing’s primary policy objective for Europe is thus deepening economic ties. This is 
reflected in that fact that Xi’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013, originally 
terminated in Europe, signifying the major flow of China’s global trade across the Eur-
asian continent.41 In a 2014 speech, Xi emphasized opening European markets to China, 
increasing trade volume, and boosting the exchange of technology.42 This focus on ensuring 
market access to Europe was a major issue in the late 2010s, as Beijing lobbied to be consid-

35  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s Policy Paper on the Euro-
pean Union,” December 18, 2018.
36  For recent major U.S. speeches on China to European audiences, see Michael Pompeo, “Europe and the 
China Challenge,” speech at Copenhagen Democracy Summit via U.S. Department of State, June 19, 2020a; 
Michael Pompeo, “A New Transatlantic Dialogue,” speech at German Marshall Fund’s Brussels Forum, 
June 25, 2020b. 
37  State Council Information Office of the Peoples Republic of China, 2018.
38  Eurostat, “China-EU Trade in Goods: €164 Billion Deficit in 2019,” March 20, 2020a.
39  Data are based on 2017 figures, excluding Hong Kong’s trade surplus with the mainland. For a compari-
son of EU-China and U.S.-China trade, see John Benedetto, “EU-China and U.S.-China Trade in Goods and 
Services,” U.S. International Trade Commission, August 2019.
40  Including intra-EU trade as biggest trading partner.
41  Xi Jinping, “Promote People-to-People Friendship and Create a Better Future,” speech at Kazakhstan’s 
Nazarbayev University, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, November 7, 2013.
42  Xi Jinping, “Speech at the College of Europe,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of 
China, April 1, 2014a.
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ered a “market economy” by Brussels, to secure better terms of trade—a bid that Brussels 
ultimately rejected.43 More recently, China has hoped that Europe would remain an open 
economy and not follow the United States’ more protectionist turn. As its 2018 white paper 
declared, “China and the EU need to stand firmly against unilateralism and protectionism, 
push for a more open, inclusive and balanced economic globalization beneficial to all.”44 
Deepening economic ties also includes pursuit of technology acquisition. As Xi put it in his 
2014 speech, he hoped for “a bridge linking Chinese investment with European technology.”45 
It is China’s push to invest in or acquire leading technology companies or get a foothold in the 
European tech sector—such as, notably, with Huawei—that has arguably most raised alarms 
about Chinese influence in Europe and the United States, and motivated efforts to curtail 
such influence.46

China’s second interest in Europe pertains to furthering China’s rise to global power. In 
Beijing’s view, Europe’s role as a second center of power in the dominant “Western” world, 
along with the United States, makes it an important determinant in whether the United States 
will be able to create a coalition to oppose China’s rise or China will instead be able to find 
partners willing to work toward reforming the global order in China’s favor. China’s hope for 
Europe is that it accepts, and even supports, its reform of the global order and current politi-
cal system. Although Beijing has focused mostly on the developing world for supporting the 
reform of the global order, reflected in its emphasis on leading the global south, Europe is 
attractive insofar as it can be pried away from its pro-U.S. stance. China’s 2018 white paper 
calls for Europe to “join hands to improve the global governance system,” including reform-
ing global internet governance (implicitly away from the U.S.-led unregulated Internet and 
toward Xi’s goal of cyber sovereignty), strengthening the United Nations as a dispute resolu-
tion system (implicitly away from U.S. leadership and U.S. unilateral intervention), reforming 
the international financial system (e.g., away from the U.S.-led International Monetary Fund 
and World Bank and toward China’s Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank).47 This is coupled 
with continued efforts to induce European countries to accept Chinese Communist Party 

43  François Godement, China’s Market Economy Status and the European Interest, European Council on 
Foreign Relations, June 2016. 
44  State Council Information Office of the Peoples Republic of China, 2018.
45  Xi, 2014a.
46  Paul Mozer and Jack Ewing, “Rush of Chinese Investment in Europe’s High-Tech Firms Is Raising Eye-
brows,” New York Times, September 16, 2016; Liz Alderman, “Wary of China, Europe and Others Push Back 
on Foreign Takeovers,” New York Times, March 15, 2018; Katrin Bennhold and Jack Ewing, “In Huawei 
Battle, China Threatens Germany ‘Where It Hurts’: Automakers,” New York Times, January 16, 2020.
47  State Council Information Office of the Peoples Republic of China, 2018; see also Xi, 2014a, and Euro-
pean Parliament, EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation, undated-b.
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(CCP) rule in China and its claimed territories; to that end, the 2018 defense white paper calls 
on Europe to respect China’s handling of Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan.48

In the realm of defense, China’s main interests are avoiding strategic antagonism with 
Europe and advancing defense technology acquisition. China’s 2018 defense white paper 
clearly argues that “China and the EU have no fundamental strategic conflicts but share 
much more common ground than differences.”49 Beijing likely fears that if Europe develops 
a more acute perception of threat emanating from China, then it could join forces with the 
United States to contain China’s rise. A related goal, therefore, is of weakening the Euro-
Atlantic alliance. As for defense technology, Europe has had an arms embargo against Bei-
jing since the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. However, China has still sought advanced 
military technology from Europe, through targeting dual-use goods, illicit procurement, and 
scientific cooperation, among other methods.50

China has very few specific tangible interests, however, in the local political affairs in 
Europe. As a result, it frequently defers to Russia in the latter’s de facto sphere of influence. 
As China expert Robert Sutter described Beijing’s approach to Europe, “China reciprocated 
by accommodating Russian interests even at the risk of other Chinese interests.”51 Sutter spe-
cifically pointed to Chinese participation in Russian joint military exercises in the Baltic, 
Mediterranean, and Black Seas in recent years and support for Russia after its poisoning of 
Sergei Skripal, a former Russian intelligence officer, in London in 2018. Overall, Beijing seeks 
improved relations with Moscow for their shared anti-U.S. stance, energy security, and mili-
tary cooperation and is thus willing to acquiesce in Moscow’s interests when there is a major 
disparity in equities. 

Beijing has sought to accomplish these goals through a variety of means, including elite 
cultivation, targeted diplomatic engagements, and economic pressure—common tools of 
Chinese diplomacy around the world.52 Beijing’s greatest asset is the perception of China as 
an ever-rising economic powerhouse that sets the terms of bilateral relations.53 This narra-

48  State Council Information Office of the Peoples Republic of China, 2018; see also Ben Blanchard and 
Joseph Nasr, “‘I Am Taiwanese,’ Czech Speaker Says, Angering China,” Reuters, August 31, 2020.
49  State Council Information Office of the Peoples Republic of China, 2018.
50  Meia Nouwens and Helena Legarda, China’s Pursuit of Advanced Dual-Use Technologies, International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, December 18, 2018; Oliver Brauner, “Beyond the Arms Embargo: EU Trans-
fers of Defense and Dual-Use Technologies to China,” Journal of East Asian Studies, Vol. 13, 2013. 
51  Robert Sutter, “Implications for the United States in an Era of Strategic Competition,” testimony pre-
sented before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission Hearing on an Emerging China-
Russia Axis, March 21, 2019.
52  Mareike Ohlberg, Lucrezia Poggetti, Kristin Shi-Kupfer, and Jan Weidenfeld, Authoritarian Advance: 
Responding to China’s Growing Political Influence in Europe, Berlin, Germany: Mercator Institute for China 
Studies, February 2018.
53  German Marshall Fund of the United States, “Transatlantic Trends 2020: New Polling Shows China’s 
Growing Influence in Europe and the U.S. After Pandemic Outbreak, but Influence Increasingly Viewed as 
Negative,” June 30, 2020. 
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tive of a rising China is a key component of its outreach and cultivation of European political 
elites, which range from a German nonprofit bringing together political and business elites 
in support of closer Berlin-Beijing ties to developing relationships with European Parliament 
members.54

Beyond personal relationships, Beijing’s diplomatic engagement toward Europe is tailored 
to address strategic relations with Western Europe and build relations with Eastern Europe. 
High-level strategic dialogues include the China-EU Summit, China-EU High Level Strategic 
Dialogue, and China-EU High Level Economic Dialogue. Separately, China created the 16+1 
(now 17+1) framework to build ties with Central and Eastern European countries. This effort 
to build relations with these peripheral European countries stands in contrast to China’s 
stated position of supporting European integration. As one European researcher put it, Bei-
jing’s true goal is to create 

a strand of economic and diplomatic engagement that runs parallel to European inte-
gration, without explicitly doubling or challenging it. Thus, the PRC seeks influence in 
Europe when encountering little or no resistance—seeking to fill an opening when avail-
able, but without confronting established players head-on.55

Another common tactic has been to exploit China’s economic importance—or even just 
perceptions of it—to push for its political goals.56 One clear example is Beijing’s support for 
Huawei, a nominally private company that has links to the Chinese government and is a 
national champion with strong state support.57 The United States under the Trump adminis-
tration strongly opposes Huawei’s bid to build next-generation 5G cellular networks around 
the world, on the claim that they are less secure and open to Chinese coercion, pressuring 
Europe and others to reject Huawei’s equipment.58 In response, Chinese diplomats threat-
ened Germany that if it does not allow Huawei to build its 5G network, China will in turn 
punish German car companies, which are highly profitable in their exports to China.59 So 

54  For German organization, see Andreas Rinke, “Germany Creates Elite Networking Club to Boost China 
Ties,” Reuters, January 14, 2020; for the European Parliament, see Peter Martin and Alan Crawford, “Chi-
na’s Influence Digs Deep Into Europe’s Political Landscape,” Bloomberg, April 3, 2019. 
55  Horia Ciurtin, “The ‘16+1’ Becomes the ‘17+1’: Greece Joins China’s Dwindling Cooperation Framework 
in Central and Eastern Europe,” China Brief, Vol. 19, No. 10, Jamestown Foundation, May 29, 2019. 
56  Philippe Le Corre, China’s Rise as a Geoeconomic Influencer: Four European Case Studies, Washington, 
D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, October 15, 2018.
57  Chuin-Wei Yap, “State Support Helped Fuel Huawei’s Global Rise,” Wall Street Journal, December 25, 
2019.
58  For one example, see Michael Pompeo, “Europe Must Put Security First with 5G,” Political Europe, 
December 2, 2019c.
59  Bennhold and Ewing, 2020.
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far, Germany has not enacted the kind of ban solicited by the United States and is allowing 
Huawei to build some systems but not others.60

China has clearly sought to avoid the perception of openly competing with the United 
States or Russia in Europe. Instead, it has mostly sought to advance its own interests quietly, 
and, in issue areas where its own interests are not great, it has deferred to Russia. Any dis-
agreement with Moscow—for example, on Moscow’s violation in Ukraine of Beijing’s avowed 
foreign policy principles of no aggression and territorial integrity—has been buried. Despite 
Beijing’s efforts toward ensuring Europe’s support for its rise, China has recorded two major 
failures in recent years. In March 2019, the EU Commission labeled China a “systemic rival” 
and called for a united approach to China, while noting that there was still a need for cooper-
ation on global common interests.61 In November 2020, a report for NATO identified China 
as a security challenge and recommended that “NATO should enhance its ability to coor-
dinate strategy and safeguard Allies’ security vis-à-vis China.”62 It is exactly this European 
consensus and public identification of China as a “challenge” and emphasis on multilateral 
coordination (including with the United States) that Beijing was attempting to forestall or 
eliminate altogether, and now will be of great concern to the Chinese leadership.63

The Middle East
Much like the United States over the past century, China views the Middle East as an impor-
tant region in the world primarily for its energy resources and thus, in general terms, supports 
Middle East stability. Unlike the United States, however, China has so far not actually com-
mitted many resources toward this goal, largely free-riding off U.S. security efforts (and thus 
also begrudgingly accepting the outcomes of U.S. actions in the Middle East). Over the past 
two decades, China’s commitments of limited resources are notable only in the absence of 
greater actions, such as small pledges to Syrian reconstruction and a contribution to the UN 
peacekeeping mission in Lebanon, the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL). 
Under the guise of non-interference, China has militarily remained on the sidelines in the 

60  David E. Sanger and David McCabe, “Huawei Is Winning the Argument in Europe, as the U.S. Fumbles 
to Develop Alternatives,” New York Times, February 17, 2020; Douglas Busvine, “Huawei Asks Germany 
Not to Shut It Out of Building 5G Networks—Der Spiegel,” Reuters, July 31, 2020.
61  European Commission, EU-China—A Strategic Outlook, March 12, 2019. For analysis, see Andrew 
Small, “The Meaning of Systemic Rivalry: Europe and China Beyond the Pandemic,” European Council 
on Foreign Relations, May 13, 2020. For other major EU documents on China, see European Commission, 
Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council: Elements for a New EU Strategy on China, 
June 22, 2016; European Parliament, Legislative Observatory, “Text Adopted by Parliament, Single Read-
ing,” September 12, 2018.
62  North Atlantic Treaty Organization, NATO 2030: United for a New Era, Brussels, November 25, 2020c.
63  For China’s reaction to the NATO report, see Hua Chunying, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua 
Chunying’s Regular Press Conference on December 1, 2020,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s 
Republic of China, December 1, 2020b.
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Yemeni Civil War, the Israel-Palestine conflict, and the crises in Syria and Libya, although 
it has offered some conflict resolution proposals with little success.64 China’s multifaceted 
approach to the Middle East is deeply rooted in its desire to protect and sustain its energy and 
economic interests—especially within those countries that have a complicated relationship 
with the West. 

China’s foremost interest in the Middle East is its energy resources and ensuring a stable 
flow of oil to fuel China’s economic growth. In 2019, global oil imports represented 77 percent 
of China’s total consumption, and that will only increase in the coming years.65 Although 
Russia in recent years has risen to become its second-largest supplier (first in 2018), six of 
China’s top ten oil suppliers (Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Oman, Kuwait, the UAE, and Iran) are in the 
Middle East, accounting for 43 percent overall of its imports (up from 40 percent in 2018).66 
Moreover, “China’s reliance on Middle Eastern oil is only likely to increase in the future. 
The International Energy Agency predicts that China will double its Middle East imports by 
2035.”67 Economically, trade with Middle Eastern countries represents just above 6.5 percent 
of China’s overall trade, at $260 billion in 2018.68 Moreover, the Middle East is one component 
of the BRI that generally flows from China to Europe, meaning instability could jeopardize 
China’s larger trade relationship with Europe. From a security perspective, Beijing is worried 
about its Uyghur minority citizens, the focus of major oppression by the CCP because of their 
non-Han identity, being radicalized and fighting in the Middle East, then returning to China, 
especially from the Syrian conflict.69

Like the United States and Russia, the PRC takes great efforts to balance its own some-
times conflicting partnerships in the Middle East, in the hopes of developing stronger eco-
nomic and political relationships. China has built a “comprehensive strategic partnership, 
strategic partnership, or strategic cooperative partnership” with at least eight Arab countries 
and has created a strategic dialogue mechanism with the GCC to engage the region on a larger 
scale.70 This includes official diplomatic ties with Palestine and support for the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization, along with a refusal to label Hamas as a terrorist organization. This 

64  Yannis Stivachtis, ed., Conflict and Diplomacy in the Middle East: External Actors and Regional Rivalries, 
Bristol, England: E-International Relations Publishing, 2018, p. 82.
65  Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments: 
Involving the People’s Republic of China 2020, U.S. Department of Defense, September 2020.
66  Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020; Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: 
Military and Security Developments: Involving the People’s Republic of China 2019, Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Defense, May 2019.
67  Center for Strategic and International Studies, ChinaPower Project, “How Is China’s Energy Footprint 
Changing?” webpage, undated.
68  World Bank, “World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS),” webpage, undated.
69  Mathieu Duchatel, “China’s Foreign Fighters Problem,” War on the Rocks, January 25, 2019.
70  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, “China’s Arab Policy Paper,” January 
2016.
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has not hindered its development of a close relationship with Israel, which threatens to under-
mine a strategic and flagship U.S. partnership in the region. As one 2016 RAND report con-
cluded, China’s relationship with Israel may allow it to make “inroads with a key U.S. ally . . . 
with the intent to undermine global U.S. alliance and partner networks.”71 Beijing has lever-
aged Jerusalem for access to U.S. technology for decades, including covert and illicit sales of 
U.S. military hardware for over two decades worth more than $1 billion, until concerted U.S. 
pressure forced Israel to stop.72 Beyond defense ties, China continued to invest in the Israel 
technology sector as an often-backdoor way to access otherwise prohibited technology from 
the United States and Europe.73 Other tricky relationships Beijing has so far balanced fairly 
successfully are its ties with Tehran and Riyadh.74 The future potential for China-Iran ties 
was significantly raised with July 2020 reports of a secret agreement for Tehran to provide 
China with discounted oil for 25 years in exchange for substantial Chinese investment across 
a range of Iranian industries and strengthened military cooperation.75 Although the actual 
impact of the agreement will have to be closely observed over time, the agreement clearly 
reflects Beijing’s willingness to undercut U.S. pressure on Iran and a broader desire to solidify 
a regional partnership. Likely reflecting China’s long-running balancing act between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia, reports emerged in August 2020 that Beijing was already assisting Riyadh 
in expanding its so-far civilian nuclear program.76

Russian Interests in Europe and the Middle East

Europe
Europe is central to Russia’s core national security interests: preserving the stability of its 
regime, protecting its homeland from external attack, and pursuing status as a great power. 
Russia views itself as a major European power, whose sway and influence on the continent 

71  Shira Efron, Howard J. Shatz, Arthur Chan, Emily Haskel, Lyle J. Morris, and Andrew Scobell, The 
Evolving Israel-China Relationship, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2641-RC, 2019, p. xiii. 
72  Yoram Evron, “Between Beijing and Washington: Israel’s Technology Transfers to China,” Journal of 
East Asian Studies, Vol. 13, No. 3, December 2013.
73  Shira Efron, Karen Schwindt, and Emily Haskel, Chinese Investment in Israeli Technology and Infrastruc-
ture: Security Implications for Israel and the United States, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-
3176-OSD, 2020.
74  Scott W. Harold and Alireza Nader, China and Iran: Economic, Political, and Military Relations, Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, OP-351-CMEPP, 2012. 
75  Farnaz Fassihi and Steven Lee Myers, “Defying U.S., China and Iran Near Trade and Military Partner-
ship,” New York Times, July 11, 2020. 
76  Warren P. Strobel, Michael R. Gordon, and Felicia Schwartz, “Saudi Arabia, with China’s Help, Expands 
Its Nuclear Program,” Wall Street Journal, August 4, 2020. 
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has historically been greater than it is at present.77 In general, Russia’s long-term objective, 
according to its 2016 Foreign Policy Concept, is the creation in Europe of “a common space of 
peace, security and stability based on the principles of indivisible security, equal cooperation 
and mutual trust.”78 Such declarations signal Russia’s intention to remain a part of Europe, 
but for the time being, they remain mostly aspirational. In the near term, Europe is ground 
zero in the standoff between Russia and the United States.

To protect its core national security interests, Russia’s foremost objectives on the continent 
entail maintaining or securing a sphere of “privileged interests” in the “near abroad”—that 
is, in the territory of the former Soviet Union (minus the Baltic states).79 These states are 
routinely identified as regional priorities in Russia’s strategic documents.80 And most of the 
states in this set are in Europe: Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, Belarus, Armenia, and Azerbai-
jan. “Privileged interests” does not mean that Moscow has an interest in reconstituting the 
Soviet Union. Moscow does view these states as essential to Russia’s own security—both the 
security of the regime and security from external military threats—and to its self-conception 
as a great power. Geographically, the former Soviet states in Europe offer a “buffer” zone to 
Russia, which it has historically sought out as protection against external threats.81 Russia’s 
great power aspirations, moreover, are incompatible with losing influence in the countries 
most closely connected to it. Such aspirations also entail the prerogative of protecting ethnic 
Russian populations that remained across the post-Soviet states. In light of these focal points, 
“privileged interests” in Moscow’s view means a degree of control over these states’ domes-

77  See Olga Oliker, Christopher S. Chivvis, Keith Crane, Olesya Tkacheva, and Scott Boston, Russian For-
eign Policy in Historical and Current Context: A Reassessment, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
PE-144-A, 2015, pp. 2–4.
78  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Концепция внешней политики Российской 
Федерации [Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation], November 30, 2016.
79  The phrase “privileged interests” originates in a 2008 speech by President Dmitri Medvedev (Dmitri 
Medvedev, “Интервью Дмитрия Медведева российским телеканалам [Interview of Dmitry Medve-
dev to Russian Television Channels],” transcript of interview, Office of the President of Russia (Archives), 
2008a. The common exclusion of the Baltics from this list does not mean that Russia has no interest in those 
states, but simply that its interests there are not on par with the states that have not yet joined NATO. See 
Dmitri V. Trenin, Post-Imperium: A Eurasian Story, Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, 2011, p. 107.
80  See, e.g., Russia’s enumeration of its “regional priorities,” with a focus on the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States (CIS), ex-Soviet republics outside the Baltics that are not formally part of CIS, and the Russia-
centered economic and security blocs to which these states belong (the Eurasian Economic Union and the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016).
81 Russia’s absence of natural borders, as historian Stephen Kotkin explains, encumbered it with a sense 
of being “perennially vulnerable,” leading it to view “all nominally independent borderland states, now 
including Ukraine, as weapons in the hands of Western powers intent on wielding them against Russia” 
(Stephen Kotkin, “Russia’s Perpetual Geopolitics: Putin Returns to the Historical Pattern,” Foreign Affairs, 
Vol. 95, No. 3, May/June 2016, p. 4).
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tic and foreign policies, echoing the notion of “spheres of influence” rejected by the Western 
vision for the international order. 

The particular way in which Russia seeks to influence the near abroad is to keep out, or 
at least limit, Western institutions and influences. Although NATO and EU leaders have 
renounced the notion that the West is locked in an inexorable geopolitical contest with 
Russia, Russia has long maintained that it considers NATO to be an anti-Russian alliance and 
that NATO expansion is therefore aimed at containing Russia. This position has been buoyed 
by the Western response to the possibility of Russia’s membership, raised by every post-Soviet 
leader.82 At his now-famous speech at the 2007 Munich Security Conference, which inaugu-
rated a more assertive foreign policy, Russian President Vladimir Putin expressed the view 
that “NATO expansion does not have any relation with the modernization of the Alliance 
itself or with ensuring security in Europe.”83 Instead, according to Putin, it “represents a 
serious provocation that reduces the level of mutual trust”—giving Russia “the right to ask: 
against whom is this expansion intended?”84 Putin’s later words serve as a kind of answer to 
his previous, rhetorical question: “NATO and the USA wanted a complete victory over the 
Soviet Union. They wanted to sit on the throne in Europe alone.”85 Thus, Russia perceives 
with profound alarm the suggestion by NATO that Georgia and Ukraine, two of the key 
states that Russia seeks to keep within its orbit, may at some point join the Western alliance.86 

Russia’s fears about Western influence over these states implicate all of its core security 
interests. Russia perceives Western involvement in domestic politics of the states in its periph-
ery through the lens of covert efforts at regime change, which, if allowed to proceed, will 
eventually directly threaten Russia. NATO membership for any of these countries would also 
mean that NATO military presence would be possible right next to Russia’s border, aggra-
vating Russia’s anxieties about external attack. As the specter of Western institutions, and 
NATO in particular, looms, Russia has pursued its interests through increasingly aggres-
sive actions. To demonstrate its leverage and to entrench breakaway regions in Georgia—
thereby keeping Georgia divided and obstructing its prospects of NATO membership—
Russia resorted to force against Georgia in 2008. And in 2014, Russia’s pressed its “privileged 
interests” by annexing Crimea and fomenting a war in Ukraine’s East.87 Russia’s aggression 
toward Ukraine precipitated a downturn in its relations with the West, unprecedented since 
the end of the Cold War. Yet, Russia views NATO, and increasingly the EU, as responsible 

82  Samuel Charap and Timothy J. Colton, Everybody Loses: The Ukraine Crisis and the Ruinous Contest for 
Post-Soviet Eurasia, Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2016.
83  See Vladimir Putin, “Putin’s Prepared Remarks at 43rd Munich Conference on Security Policy,” Wash-
ington Post, February 12, 2007.
84  See Putin, 2007.
85  Chase Winter, “Putin: US and NATO Want to ‘Sit on the Throne in Europe Alone,’” Deutsche Welle, 
January 11, 2016.
86  For further discussion, see Chapter Three. 
87  For an authoritative account for the roots of these events, see Charap and Colton, 2016.
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for the crisis between Russia and the West and its “containment” of Russia as undermining 
European (and global) stability.88 

The growing tensions between Russia and the West are reflected in another Russian 
objective, which has become more prominent over the course of the past two decades, and 
especially since 2014: weakening NATO and Western institutions in general, outside Rus-
sia’s sphere of interests. Thus, Russia has worked to oppose NATO and, at times, EU expan-
sion to any new members. This objective guides Russia’s actions toward the Balkans, where 
a number of states are not (yet) members, and actions toward the Western European neutral 
countries (Austria, Finland, Ireland, Sweden, and Switzerland). In pursuit of this objective, 
Russia has been waging a multidimensional “hostile” or “malign” influence campaign across 
the European continent.89 To advance its influence and fuel divisions within NATO, the EU, 
and individual Western states, Russia has made use of economic, political, diplomatic, and 
informational tools—such as disinformation and propaganda, economic pressures, financing 
political actors, and covert support for political actions, including coups.90

But Russia’s objectives in Europe are not wholly destructive. Russia continues to need 
Europe to underwrite its economic well-being: As Olga Oliker and coauthors observe, “It was, 
after all, flows of finance and people (especially to and from Europe) that (along with high 
prices for oil) transformed the Russian economy.”91 Despite sanctions and Russian counter-
sanctions, the EU remains Russia’s biggest trading partner, and Russia is the EU’s fourth or 
fifth biggest.92 Thus, trade and economic ties with the EU features among Russia’s objectives 
in its strategic documents: In its Foreign Policy Concept, Russia identifies a 

strategic priority . . . to establish a common economic and humanitarian space from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific by harmonizing and aligning interests of European and Eurasian 
integration processes, which is expected to prevent the emergence of dividing lines on the 
European continent.93 

88  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016. As Oliker et al. point out, the EU was not 
viewed as a threat on par with NATO until about 2013, when Russians began to “voice concerns about the 
EU’s Eastern Partnership,” which they started viewing as undercutting Russian economic interests (Oliker 
et al., 2015, p. 7).
89  For a comprehensive treatment of these efforts in Europe, see Raphael S. Cohen and Andrew Radin, Rus-
sia’s Hostile Measures in Europe: Understanding the Threat, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-
1793-A, 2019.
90  See Cohen and Radin 2019; Andrew Radin, Alyssa Demus, and Krystyna Marcinek, Understanding Rus-
sian Subversion: Patterns, Threats, and Responses, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-331-A, 
2020.
91  See Oliker et al., 2015, pp. 8–9.
92  European Parliament, “Fact Sheets on the European Union: Russia,” webpage, November 2019; Euro-
pean Commission, “Countries and Regions: Russia,” undated-a, May 20, 2020.
93  See Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
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Energy relations are singled out as particularly important, given the dependence of Russia’s 
overall economic prosperity on hydrocarbons.94 And Russia calls out the importance of bilat-
eral relations with individual European countries (e.g., Germany, France, Italy, Spain). To be 
sure, Russian political objectives often undercut its own economic interests—of which the 
damage done by Western economic sanctions imposed in the wake of Ukraine and other 
malign influence and illegal activities is a prime example.95 Nonetheless, Russia’s economic 
equities in Europe are considerable and continue to influence Russia’s policies. 

The Middle East
In comparison with Europe, the Middle East is less central to Russia’s interests. In the after-
math of the Soviet collapse, Russia largely withdrew from the region, making a comeback 
under Putin. Russian strategic documents, such as the Foreign Policy Concept, identify the 
Middle East in a set of priorities, but they appear to rank relatively low.96 Nonetheless, since 
Russia’s intervention in Syria’s civil war in 2015, the importance of the region has arguably 
become greater than its place in official strategic documents suggests. Russia’s intervention, 
which decisively shifted the course of the conflict and rescued the faltering regime of Bashar 
al-Assad, reestablished Russia as a player of consequence in the region. Russia’s interest in 
the region is to build on its gains and establish itself as a regional power, limit instability that 
threatens consequences for Russia itself, and advance its economic interests. 

Russia’s overarching objective in the Middle East is to deepen and entrench status as a 
regional power, securing a seat at the table on major decisions and issues. To pursue this 
objective, Russia has built, and often rebuilt, ties with multiple governments in the region. 
Russia has engaged states and nonstate actors across the Levant, North Africa, and the Per-
sian Gulf, often courting parties on opposite side of regional conflicts and rivalries. Rus-
sia’s approach to winning friends in the region is often underwritten by U.S. disengagement, 
which created a vacuum that Russia was eager to fill.97 For instance, the Gulf states’ dismay 
over the U.S. response to the Arab Spring facilitated a rapprochement with Russia. Likewise, 
a downturn in U.S. relations with Egypt that suspended arms sales motivated the latter to 
look to Russia for the same needs.98 In building ties with regional rivals—e.g., the Gulf states 

94  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
95  See Oliker et al., 2015, p. 8. 
96  In the Foreign Policy Concept’s regional priorities, Middle East priorities appear after Canada, Arctic, 
and Asia-Pacific interests (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016).
97  See Eugene Rumer, Russia in the Middle East: Jack of All Trades, Master of None, Washington, D.C.: 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2019; Becca Wasser, The Limits of Russian Strategy in the 
Middle East, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-340-RC, 2019.
98  See discussion in Chapter Eight. 
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and Iran, Israel and the Palestinians—Moscow presents itself as a responsible actor, ready to 
mediate problems and conflicts among the region’s rivals.99 

But the Middle East is not just another part of the world where Russia seeks to spread its 
influence. The Middle East’s proximity to Russia makes it of obvious consequence to Russia: 
Instability and terrorism in the region can easily spill over into Russia, a consistent concern 
to Moscow. Russia contains a large Muslim population, borders Muslim-majority states in 
the Caucasus and Central Asia, and has struggled to suppress Islamic uprisings in Chechnya. 
The threat of foreign support and influence for Russia’s Muslim groups is not merely hypo-
thetical to Moscow, as prior links existed between Chechen groups and actors in the Middle 
East.100 Moscow thus views terrorism and extremism gaining ground across the Middle East 
as a potential problem domestically. Chief of the Russian General Staff Valery Gerasimov, for 
example, in explaining Russia’s interest in Syria, opined that if the Islamic State in Iraq and 
the Levant (ISIS) were to gain strength and spread, Russia “would have had to confront that 
force in our own territory,” as such groups “would be operating in the Caucasus, Central Asia, 
and the Volga region.”101 As RAND analysis of the dynamics producing Russia’s intervention 
in Syria suggests, this statement may have been hyperbolic; yet, Russia’s perception of the link 
between the terrorist threat in Syria and in Russia’s homeland—as well as of the link between 
the potential fall of the al-Assad regime and terrorism—was, and remains, genuine.102 

Apart from the threat of Islamic extremism as such, instability has another face to 
Moscow, which also drives its interest in the region. Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept explicitly 
connects the threat of terrorism to that of “external interference,” arguing that “values and 
prescriptions imposed from outside . . . in an attempt to modernize their political systems” 
have “exacerbated the negative response of their societies to current challenges,” which were 
exploited by “extremist forces.”103 Moscow views actual and suspected actions of Western 
governments—the United States first and foremost—through the lens of such destabilizing 
external interference. This applies to Moscow’s reaction to Western military interventions in 
the region in Iraq and Libya, and it applies to the perceived instigation by the West of events 
such as the Arab Spring. An important aspect of Russia’s objectives in the Middle East, then, 
is to resist the Western, and especially American, penchant for such interventions. The desire 

99  Wasser, 2019; James Sladden, Becca Wasser, Ben Connable, and Sarah Grand-Clement, Russian Strategy 
in the Middle East, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-236-RC, 2017.
100 Aleksei Malashenko and Akhmed Yarlykapov, Radicalisation of Russia’s Muslim Community, MICRO-
CON Policy Working Paper 9, May 2009, p. 30.
101  Viktor Baranets, “Начальник Генштаба воорженных сил России генерал армии Валерий 
ГерасимовЛ Мы переломили хребет ударным силам терроризма [Chief of the General Staff of the 
Russian Armed Forces Valery Gerasimov: We Broke the Spine of the Striking Power of Terrorism],” 
Комсомольская Правда [Komsomol Truth], December 26, 2017.
102 Samuel Charap, Elina Treyger, and Edward Geist, Understanding Russia’s Intervention in Syria, Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-3180-AF, 2019, pp. 4–5.
103 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
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to avoid what Russians called the “Libya scenario” was a major driver of Russian support for 
the al-Assad regime.104 Russia’s competition for influence with the West in the Middle East, 
therefore, should be viewed with this interest in mind. 

Russia’s objectives in the Middle East also include economic interests—notably with 
regard to the arms trade, the fate of the global oil and gas markets, and prospects for other 
trade and investment. Trade with the region as a whole has been modest, but arms trade is 
becoming more important. The Middle East is the not the largest buyer of Russian arms, 
accounting for only 19 percent of Russia’s arms exports, but it has been the fastest-growing 
since about 2014; in Egypt and Iraq, two of the major arms recipients in the region after 
Algeria, deliveries went up by 191 and 212 percent respectively, relative to 2010–2014 levels.105 
More importantly, Russia has a crucial stake in the future of the hydrocarbons market. What 
Middle Eastern energy producers do has a direct bearing on Russia’s economic fortunes, and 
disputes with these producers can have serious economic consequences for Russia, as the 
2020 Saudi Arabia–Russia oil price war demonstrated.106 Russia’s Foreign Policy concept thus 
unsurprisingly calls for “enhance[d] cooperation with the leading energy producers,” and its 
National Security Strategy includes a need to increase energy security.107 Finally, Russia is 
also courting regional actors to invest in the Russian economy—in particular, Gulf nations 
with their large sovereign wealth funds.108 While Middle Eastern investment is still not sig-
nificant, some states have expressed an interest. The impact of these considerations on Rus-
sia’s equities in the region should not be overlooked, in view of Russia’s struggle to attract 
investment faced with U.S. and EU sanctions.109

In both Europe and the Middle East, Russia and Russians have not been shy about identi-
fying core disagreements with the United States, NATO, and/or Europe. It is commonplace to 
observe that Russia’s approach to its objectives in Europe has been aggressive and adversarial, 
especially since 2014. Given the importance of Russia’s objectives in Europe to its core secu-
rity interests, it is highly unlikely that Russia will cooperate on terms that requires compro-
mise on its core objectives there. Nonetheless, Russia’s key strategic documents and the public 
statements of its leaders and elites claim to welcome cooperation, generally and with regard to 

104 See Charap, Treyger, and Geist, 2019. 
105 Pieter D. Wezeman, Aude Fleurant, Alexandra Kuimova, Diego Lopes Da Silva, Nan Tian, and Siemon T. 
Wezeman, Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2019, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
March 2020, p. 4. 
106 See, e.g., Steven A. Cook, “Russia Losing the Oil War—and the Middle East,” Foreign Policy, April 9, 
2020.
107 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016; NSS, 2017.
108 For example, Henry Foy, “Russia Looks to Translate Gulf ’s Warm Welcome to Cold Cash,” Financial 
Times, October 23, 2019. 
109 Rumer, 2019, pp. 3–4. 
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specific issues—within certain parameters. For instance, the Foreign Policy Concept declares 
Russia’s interests in 

building mutually beneficial relations with the United States of America, taking into con-
sideration that the two States bear special responsibility for global strategic stability and 
international security in general, as well as vast potential in trade and investment, scien-
tific and technical and other types of cooperation.

The same paragraph, however, contains caveats about what Russia claims are unacceptable 
aspects of U.S. policy—items such as “extraterritorial jurisdiction beyond the boundaries of 
international law,” and “attempts to exercise military, political, economic or any other pres-
sure” on other states.110 Similarly, where Russia calls out specific issues on which it declares 
an interest in cooperation—from arms control to the Arctic—it is often caveated with an 
indication that conditions attach.111 The sense this conveys of Russia’s position on coopera-
tion amid competition is that Moscow is interested in at least bargaining toward cooperative 
solutions, but its conditions for cooperation may well be quite demanding to the other side. 

Mapping the Trade Space in Europe and the Middle East

As the summaries of each power’s equities in Europe and Middle East above imply, coop-
eration that would advance each power’s key interests appears challenging at first blush. 
In Europe, cooperation between the United States and Russia, the competitor with greater 
stakes in the region generally, is obviously limited by the fact that many U.S. objectives are 
specifically aimed at countering Russia. Across the Middle East, great power competition is 
unsurprisingly playing out with both Russia and China seeking influence in the region in 
large part to counter U.S. influence. All three states seek to secure partnerships or coopera-
tive relations with Middle Eastern states, with Russia and China often seizing opportunities 
to align with states bypassed or alienated by the United States. 

Still, many experts and decisionmakers view simultaneous competition with two rivals on 
every issue as unsustainable, and some have offered proposals for how the United States can 
cooperate with one or the other rival—with an eye toward weakening the China-Russia stra-
tegic partnership. In particular, proposals of this kind that concern key issues in Europe and 
the Middle East are almost always for cooperation with Russia, rather than China—which is 
explained by the latter’s generally lower stakes in these parts of the world. Before we turn to 
a more focused examination of each issue area in Europe and the Middle East in subsequent 
chapters, we briefly review some of these proposals that take on some of the same issues we 
address—and situate our analysis by reference to these. 

110  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
111  See, e.g., Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016, provisions 62, 65, 70, 72, 74, and 76.
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Following the election of Donald Trump, talk of a “grand bargain” that would recon-
cile the United States and Russia—and implicitly, unite the two powers against China—was 
common in policy circles and the media.112 The contours of such a bargain were opaque, 
based more on conjectures about the U.S. president’s intentions than any analytical blueprint 
for remedying the state of U.S.-Russia relations.113 Common elements in a grand bargain 
that never materialized included joining forces against the Islamic State in Syria, counter-
ing the North Korean threat, and taking a more accommodationist approach to settling the 
Ukraine crisis.114 In one iteration of the hypothetical bargain, the United States would ease or 
lift sanctions on Russia over Crimea in exchange for Russia’s rolling back Iranian influence 
in Syria.115 As events unfolded, however, it became apparent that there was no clear vision 
behind such bargains, nor would they be within the realm of the plausible. 

Since Russia’s annexation of Crimea, some voices have also placed at least some blame 
on the West for Russia’s aggression. Such views were articulated by, among others, John 
Mearsheimer, a towering figure of the realism school of thought in international relations. 
As Mearsheimer has argued, NATO’s and the EU’s attempted expansion into Russia’s back-
yard, combined with Western democracy promotion, drew precisely the kind of reaction that 
realist thought would predict when a state’s core strategic interests are threatened.116 The pre-
scription follows directly from this diagnosis: To reverse the downward spiral in relations and 
solve the Ukraine crisis, NATO and EU expansion, as well as democracy promotion within 
Ukraine must be explicitly taken off the table.117 Other analyses made similar, if less starkly 
put, proposals to shelve Ukraine’s prospects for NATO membership.118 

112  See, e.g., Jeff Daniels, “Trump Could Reset Ties with Russia’s Putin in ‘Grand Bargain’ Involving Terror 
Fight, Syria,” CNBC, December 29, 2016; Adam Entous, “Israeli, Saudi, and Emirati Officials Privately 
Pushed for Trump to Strike a ‘Grand Bargain’ with Putin,” New Yorker, July 10, 2018; Fred Weir, “If Trump 
Wanted a US-Russia ‘Grand Bargain,’ What Would It Look Like?” Christian Science Monitor, November 29, 
2016. 
113  Prior to assuming office, Trump has declared his intention to “see if we can make some good deals with 
Russia.” After the election, commentary about what such a deal would entail abounded (Michael Gove, 
“Donald Trump: I’ll Do a Deal with Britain,” The Times (London), January 16, 2017).
114  For example, Andrew Weiss, “What Was Trump’s Russia Plan?” Wall Street Journal, December 8, 2017.
115  Firas Maksad, “The Illusion of a US-Russia Grand Bargain over Syria and Ukraine,” The National, 
July 14, 2018.
116  John J. Mearsheimer, ‘Why the Ukraine Crisis Is the West’s Fault: The Liberal Delusions That Provoked 
Putin,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 93, No. 5, September/October 2014.
117  John J. Mearsheimer, “Defining a New Security Architecture for Europe That Brings Russia in from the 
Cold,” Military Review, Vol. 96, No. 3, 2016.
118  For example, George Beebe, “Groupthink Resurgent,” National Interest, December 22, 2019. An even 
more softened version of the proposal was articulated by Henry Kissinger, who suggested that “Ukraine 
should have the right to choose freely its economic and political associations, including with Europe,” but 
“Ukraine should not join NATO” (Henry A. Kissinger, “Henry Kissinger: To Settle the Ukraine Crisis, Start 
at the End,” Washington Post, March 5, 2014).
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Such proposals, which overlap on the essential point of ruling out a future in NATO for 
Ukraine (and implicitly, Georgia), cannot serve as a basis for any explicit, public bargain 
between the United States and Russia—for at least one basic reason. As historian Stephen 
Kotkin explains, 

The real challenge today boils down to Moscow’s desire for Western recognition of a Rus-
sian sphere of influence in the former Soviet space (with the exception of the Baltic states). 
This is the price for reaching accommodation with Putin—something advocates of such 
accommodation do not always acknowledge frankly.119 

Washington is unlikely to pay such a price and unilaterally sacrifice another state’s sovereign 
freedom to make decisions without the latter’s consent. The principle at stake is articulated 
in the Helsinki Final Act, a bedrock of the Euro-Atlantic post–Cold War order, which recog-
nizes every state’s right “to belong or not to belong to international organizations, to be or not 
to be a party to bilateral or multilateral treaties, including the right to be or not to be a party 
to treaties of alliance.”120

In more recent years, there have not been many voices on the U.S. side calling for any 
plausible grand bargain or comprehensive cooperation with Russia or China in Europe or the 
Middle East. However, more studied and comprehensive proposals have been made that do 
not require such unacceptable compromises—but that are nevertheless more ambitious about 
the prospects of cooperation on the core issues that divide the West and Russia than the pres-
ent reality could accommodate. Notably, a group of experts from the West, Russia, and the 
former Soviet states has articulated a comprehensive proposal that reimagines the regional 
order for the so-called “in-between states” that constitute the “primary battleground for the 
Russia-West competition”—that is, Ukraine, but also Belarus, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, 
and Azerbaijan.121 Western and Russian visions for these states are at present incompatible. 
In their stead, expert coauthors forward a four-part proposal: defining and agreeing to a non-
aligned status for the in-between states and creating a new regional consultation mechanism, 
a set of applicable norms of behavior (including respect for the affected state’s non-alignment 
by major powers), and multilateral security guarantees.122 Unlike the proposals to renounce 
possibility of NATO membership for Ukraine, this approach “would not cross any state’s 

119  Kotkin, 2016, p. 8. 
120 See Rachel Ellehuus and Andrei Zagorski, Restoring the European Security Order, Washington, D.C.: 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, March 2019, p. 2. 
121 Samuel Charap, Jeremy Shapiro, John J. Drennan, Alexandra Dienes, Oleksandr Chalyi, Sergey Afont-
sev, Reinhard Krumm, Yulia Nikitina, and Gwendolyn Sasse, A Consensus Proposal for a Revised Regional 
Order in Post-Soviet Europe and Eurasia, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, CF-410-CC, 2019, p. 5.
122 Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019.
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declared red lines, and thus might plausibly be acceptable to all of them.”123 However, the 
authors of the proposal are explicit that the current state of the relationship 

make negotiation of a revised regional order highly unlikely in the short term . . . a tre-
mendously fraught endeavor . . . because [it] would touch upon subjects that have never 
been openly negotiated with both Russia and the Western powers at the table alongside 
the states of the region.124 

Therefore, this and similar proposals for a comprehensive renegotiation of the regional order 
await a future “a window of opportunity.”125 

Other experts and officials have also voiced a perspective at the opposite extreme of the 
grand bargain, denying the possibility for any kind of cooperation with Russia that ben-
efits the United States and its allies. This perspective maintains that, to quote a recent piece 
by several former CIA officials, Putin does not want to cooperate with the United States—
“he just wants to beat us.”126 The policy prescription that goes along with this set of views 
is to curtail—or, more accurately, continue curtailing—most forms of cooperation with 
Moscow.127 While the latter view may turn out to be the most sensible conclusion with respect 
to most issue areas, we approach each issue area on its own merits and seek to more system-
atically identify opportunities for cooperation—even if, ultimately, obstacles mean that such 
opportunities are highly unlikely. The subsequent chapters contain that analysis.

123 Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019, p. 7.
124 Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019, p. 5.
125 Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019, p. 5.
126 John Sipher, Steven L. Hall, Douglas H. Wise, and Marc Polymeropoulos, “Trump Wants the CIA to 
Cooperate with Russia. We Tried That. It Was a Disaster,” Washington Post, July 15, 2020.
127 Michael McFaul, “Russia as It Is: A Grand Strategy for Confronting Putin,” Foreign Affairs, July/August 
2018a.
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CHAPTER THREE

Broader Euro-Atlantic Security 

Some security issues of importance to both the United States and at least one of its strategic 
competitors are not confined to a country or group of European countries, but apply to all 
of Europe. Broadly understood, Euro-Atlantic security is a function of the evolution of the 
Euro-Atlantic security architecture. This chapter focuses on the prospects for cooperation on 
issues pertaining to two major pillars of the Euro-Atlantic security architecture: the future 
of NATO and the future of Europe-focused arms control—which includes CAC control and 
related CSBMs, as well as the fate of intermediate-range weapons formerly limited by the 
INF Treaty. The clash between U.S. and Russian visions of the post–Cold War security archi-
tecture in the Euro-Atlantic region is at the root of the downturn in U.S.-Russia relations.1 
In light of this, the space and opportunity for meaningful cooperation with Russia on core 
issues in this area is quite limited. Nonetheless, nearly all the trade space for cooperation that 
does exist is with Russia rather than China and is limited to measures aimed at managing a 
tense rivalry in a way that reduces risk of unintentional conflict. China, by contrast, views 
most European and Euro-Atlantic security issues as too low of a priority—even were the 
United States and its allies to solicit a greater Chinese role in transatlantic security. 

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian equities or interests with 
regard to the fate of the Euro-Atlantic security architecture to determine whether and where 
any of the competitors are at least rhetorically aligned in their interests. Next, we identify 
specific avenues of cooperation in the space where interests are aligned, review the evidence 
that Russia or China are willing to negotiate and cooperate along these avenues, and iden-
tify obstacles to actualizing cooperation. Finally, we identify salient potential second-order 
effects of pursuing cooperation.

1  Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019, p. 9; Lynn Davis and Mikhail Troitskiy, “Euro-Atlantic Security,” in Andrey 
Kortunov and Olga Oliker, eds., A Roadmap for U.S.-Russia Relations, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strate-
gic and International Studies, August 2017, p. 36. 
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Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities
The Euro-Atlantic security architecture forged between the United States and Europe since 
the end of World War II has been the primary mechanism for protecting both U.S. and Euro-
pean security against a variety of threats and challenges.2 The set of threats to European and 
U.S. security that call for joint action includes the risks of Russian aggression, Russian and 
Chinese influence, violent Islamist extremism, and the instability and tensions associated 
with the migrant and refugee flows stemming from the Middle East and Africa.3 The future 
of Euro-Atlantic security architecture is a matter of great importance to the United States, 
even if the United States’ preferences about the contours of that future are not always clear or 
uncontroversial. 

The strength, breadth, and institutionalized nature of U.S. alliances is an important advan-
tage that the United States has over potential adversaries such as Russia and Iran.4 NATO is 
therefore the cornerstone of the Euro-Atlantic security architecture, and strengthening col-
lective defense under NATO is a key U.S. policy objective. Accordingly, the 2018 NDS fol-
lows prior U.S. policy documents in calling to “fortify the Trans-Atlantic NATO Alliance.”5 
Strengthening the Euro-Atlantic alliance means, first and foremost, bolstering credibility of 
the collective-defense commitment under Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, as NATO’s 
primary deterrent power stems from the notion that an attack on one member of the alliance 
will be considered an attack on all members and responded to as such.6 

A strengthened NATO is important to jointly address a number of “forces threatening to 
undermine our common values, security interests, and shared vision”—a list that includes 
threats posed by North Korea and Iran but also Russian subversion and aggression.7 The 
United States, therefore, has consistently sought to bolster NATO’s military capabilities, 
improve interoperability among member states and transatlantic defense policy coordination 
to effectively counter transatlantic threats, and foster cohesion among members to enable 
rapid decisionmaking and strategic planning. 8 To advance those goals, the United States has 

2  For example, NSS, 2017, pp. 47–48; Jens Stoltenberg, “NATO Secretary General: ‘Europe Is America’s 
Best Friend,’” Atlantic Council, November 18, 2016. 
3  NSS, 2017, p. 48; NDS, 2018, p. 9.
4  NSS, 2017, p. 47.
5  NDS, 2018 , p. 9.
6  NDS, 2018 , p. 9; Public Law 116-92, Title XII, Matters Relating to Foreign Nations, Sec. 1239, Updated 
strategy to counter the threat of malign influence by the Russian Federation and other countries, Decem-
ber 20, 2019, p. 459.
7  NSS, 2017, p. 48; NDS, 2018, p. 9.
8  For example, Public Law 116-92, 2019, p. 459. The NDS (2018, p. 9) further indicates the U.S. intention 
to “expand regional consultative mechanisms and collaborative planning” by “developing new partnerships 
around shared interests to reinforce regional coalitions and security cooperation . . . [and] provid[ing] allies 
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called for greater defense and modernization spending by its NATO allies, and has in turn 
increased its own spending on NATO and on the forces that the United States can supply to 
NATO.9 Notably, the United States has acted on its commitment to enhancing deterrence 
along NATO’s eastern flank by increasing funding for the European Deterrence Initiative 
from $4.5 billion in fiscal year 2018 (FY18) to $5.9 billion in FY20 and sending additional 
troops to Poland.10 This increase in budget and rotational force posture has also been accom-
panied by a great deal of discussion within U.S. policy circles, and between U.S. officials 
and allied governments, on how best to bolster deterrence on the Eastern flank.11 Although 
NATO is the main pillar of the Euro-Atlantic security architecture, the United States also 
seeks to ensure that EU defense initiatives—particularly those of France and Germany—
cohere with rather than undermine NATO activities and capabilities. 12 

Strengthening NATO’s capability would enable the Euro-Atlantic alliance to better deter 
intentional aggression and defeat adversaries if necessary. However, the United States has also 
consistently sought to stem instability or reduce the risk of unintended conflict or escalation 
of existing conflicts on the European continent. Apart from the intrinsic harm to European 
security posed by the eruption of armed conflicts on the continent, conflicts that pit NATO 
and non-NATO member states might require U.S. intervention—or risk exposing the weak-
ness of collective defense.13 The potential for escalation to such conflict—whether intentional 
or unintended—is particularly high in areas of Europe where states with clashing interests 
and varying NATO status are in close proximity. To help constrain potential sources of con-
flict, the United States has sought to strengthen its bilateral relationships with European 
countries outside of NATO in areas such as Serbia and Ukraine. Much of this cooperation 
occurs through NATO’s Partnership for Peace program, wherein non-NATO states engage in 

and partners with a clear and consistent message to encourage alliance and coalition commitment, greater 
defense cooperation, and military investment.”
9  Public Law 116-92, 2019, p. 450; Anthony H. Cordesman, The U.S., NATO, and the Defense of Europe: 
Underlying Trends, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, June 27, 2018.
10  Aaron Mehta, “European Defense Initiative Funding Drops in Defense Budget Request,” Defense One, 
February 10, 2020; “Trump: US to Send 1,000 Troops to Poland in New Deal,” BBC News, June 12, 2019. 
11  For further discussion on deterrence on the Eastern flank, see our chapter on Ukraine.
12  France and Germany have been vying for dominance of the EU and the European contingent of NATO, 
and France in particular has established a large number of initiatives that may conflict or detract from 
NATO priorities given France’s limited defense resources. See Robin Emmott, “Germany and France Vie 
for European Leadership at NATO,” Reuters, November 20, 2019; Jacopo Barigazzi, “France Dominant in 
New Flurry of EU Military Projects,” Politico, November 13, 2019; Jeffrey Mankoff, “Reforming the Euro-
Atlantic Security Architecture: An Opportunity for U.S. Leadership,” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 33, No. 2, 
2010. In addition, the Trump administration called on the EU to enhance its capabilities and take a more 
active role in European defense through initiatives such as Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) 
and the European Defense Fund (EDF) (Kirk Bennett, “NATO and European Security in the Trump Era,” 
The American Interest, July 5, 2018).
13  Bondareva, 2016.
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security cooperation and capacity-building efforts with NATO members.14 Historically, the 
United States and Europe also sought to reduce the risks of armed conflict on the continent by 
means of CAC and associated CSBMs, another pillar of Euro-Atlantic security architecture. 

Since the end of the Cold War, several key agreements have constituted that pillar: notably, 
the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces (CFE), Vienna Document, and Open Skies Treaty. 
Signed at the conclusion of the Cold War in 1990, the CFE 

eliminated the Soviet Union’s overwhelming quantitative advantage in conventional 
weapons in Europe by setting equal limits on the number of tanks, armored combat vehi-
cles, heavy artillery, combat aircraft, and attack helicopters that NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact could deploy between the Atlantic Ocean and the Ural Mountains.15 

The CFE was intended to prevent both NATO and the Warsaw Pact from “amassing forces 
for a blitzkrieg-type offensive, which could have triggered the use of nuclear weapons in 
response.”16 The CFE is commonly deemed to have contributed significantly to European 
stability at an uncertain time.17 The Open Skies Treaty, signed in 1992 and entered into force 
in 2002, allows member states to conduct unarmed reconnaissance flights over the others’ 
entire territories to collect data on military forces and activities. The Vienna Document, 
signed in 1990 but updated since, contains politically binding set of CSBMs that center on the 
exchange and verification of information about military activities and forces.18 

Although the United States declares a continuing commitment to CAC, the U.S. interest 
in upholding the historical and existing instruments of arms control and related measures is 
not as clear as its interest in fortifying NATO.19 This is because the agreements undergirding 
the CAC regime have largely unraveled.20 The United States does maintain support for the 
Vienna Document, and has called for its full implementation and modernization in accor-
dance with a proposal put forth by a number of Organisation for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (OSCE) states.21 By contrast, the Agreement on Adaptation of CFE, intended to 
amend and update the treaty, was signed in 1999 but never entered into force because Russia 
has not removed its military forces from Georgia and Moldova. Russia suspended implemen-

14  Riccardo Alcaro and Erik Jones, eds., “European Security and the Future of Transatlantic Relations,” 
Instituto Affari Internazionali, April 2011, p. 112.
15  Kingston Reif, “Russia Completes CFE Treaty Suspension,” Arms Control Association, April 2015.
16  Reif, 2015.
17  Charap et al., 2020, p. 1.
18  OSCE, “Ensuring Military Transparency—the Vienna Document,” undated. 
19  Dinanno, 2019.
20  Keil and Arts, 2020; Charap et al., 2020. 
21  OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, 2019c.
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tation of the CFE in 2007 (and withdrew in 2015). And the United States withdrew from the 
Open Skies Agreement in June 2020.22 

The United States has also withdrawn from the INF Treaty, which is not commonly 
grouped with the CFE, the Open Skies Treaty, and the Vienna Document because it covered 
both nuclear and conventional missiles. However, the demise of the INF regime also con-
tributed to the emptying out of CAC architecture that served to manage risks of conflict (in 
addition to the ramification for nuclear arms control and strategic stability). The withdrawal 
came after years of U.S. and NATO claims that Russia has violated the treaty by testing land-
based cruise missiles in excess of the permissible range. U.S. experts and officials have been 
divided on the value of the INF Treaty to U.S. interests and the wisdom of withdrawing from 
it.23 Likewise, opinion is not uniform about how best to pursue U.S. interests pertaining to 
this class of weapons going forward. U.S. interests with regard to these are multifaceted: In 
the European theater, the United States has an interest in addressing threats presented by 
Russia’s arsenal, including the missile system that precipitated U.S. withdrawal, supporting 
NATO allies, and avoiding costly arms races.24 Interests beyond the European theater are 
implicated as well: Another rationale for withdrawing from the INF Treaty, offered by some 
officials, is to remedy the asymmetry with China, whose growing arsenal of intermediate-
range missiles are argued to afford it an advantage over the United States.25 At the same 
time, in its announcement of withdrawal from the treaty, the United States has reiterated 
its commitment to “effective arms control that advances U.S., allied, and partner security; 
is verifiable and enforceable; and includes partners that comply with their obligations,” also 
contending that the United States “stand[s] ready to engage with Russia and China on arms 
control negotiations that meet these criteria.”26 In sum, although Washington pursued cer-
tain U.S. interests in exiting the aforementioned treaties, it also retains an interest in limit-

22  Reif, 2015; John Hudson and Paul Sonne, “Trump Administration to Withdraw from Open Skies Treaty 
in a Further Erosion of Arms Control Pacts with Russia,” Washington Post, May 21, 2020.
23  For an argument that withdrawal was a mistake, see Jon Wolfsthal, “Killing the INF Treaty Was a Gift to 
Russia,” National Interest, February 7, 2019; for an opposite argument, see Jacob Cohn, Timothy A. Walton, 
Adam Lemon, and Toshi Yoshihara, Leveling the Playing Field: Reintroducing U.S. Theater-Range Missiles in 
a Post-INF World, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2019. For an analysis 
of whether withdrawing from the INF Treaty (conducted prior to withdrawal) would help “extend Russia” 
and benefit the United States in strategic competition, see James Dobbins, Raphael S. Cohen, Nathan Chan-
dler, Bryan Frederick, Edward Geist, Paul DeLuca, Forrest E. Morgan, Howard J. Shatz, and Brent Williams, 
Extending Russia: Competing from Advantageous Ground, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-
3063-A, 2019.
24  See “Putin: U.S. Withdrawal from INF Is ‘Ill-Considered,’ Russia Will Arm Itself,” Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty, December 6, 2018.
25  See, e.g., Admiral Harry B. Harris, Jr., U.S. Navy Commander, U.S. Pacific Command, “Statement Before 
the House Armed Services Committee on U.S. Pacific Command Posture,” April 26, 2017, p. 7. 
26  Michael Pompeo, “U.S. Withdrawal from the INF Treaty on August 2, 2019,” U.S. Department of State, 
October 10, 2019. 
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ing the potential risks to European stability that result from the weakening of former arms-
control and transparency measures.27 

Chinese Equities
China’s equities in transatlantic security architecture are mostly indirect, and we therefore 
assess these to be of low importance. The shape of Euro-Atlantic security architecture does 
not affect China’s ability to trade with Europe and does not directly drive European political 
decisionmaking regarding China’s rise. China has little direct interest in the future of Euro-
Atlantic security—so long as a Euro-Atlantic alliance is not targeted at Beijing—but it shares 
an interest in stability with the United States, which suggests that the rhetorical alignment 
with U.S. goals is mixed. 

In the past, Beijing supported NATO—during the 1980s when Deng Xiaoping leaned 
toward the United States against the Soviet Union.28 In some respects, strong transatlantic 
security continues to benefit Beijing, even if Beijing will not admit this: By providing stabil-
ity in Europe, it supports trade with China; and by antagonizing Russia, strong transatlantic 
security drives Moscow closer to China. Beijing’s official statements are accordingly diplo-
matic and anodyne: For example, Beijing welcomed NATO Secretary General Jens Stolten-
berg’s statement in June 2020 that China is not a rival and declared that “China is ready to 
enhance dialogue with NATO on the basis of equality and mutual respect.”29 

At the same time, there are distinct reasons why China’s position on the future of NATO 
is adverse to that of the United States. Insofar as Europe’s security dependence on the United 
States undergirds transatlantic political relations, NATO’s existence could be a hindrance 
to China—notably, if NATO can be leveraged by the United States to contain China’s rise. 
NATO’s recent discussion of focusing more on China is likely to cause unease in Beijing, and 
moves in this direction are likely to bring more forceful Chinese opposition to transatlantic 
security cooperation.30

27  As experts warn, “without any conventional arms control agreement limiting Russian and NATO forces 
in place, Europe has lost a great deal of military predictability and transparency” (Ulrich Kühn, “The End 
of Conventional Arms Control and the Role of US Congress,” Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament, 
Vol. 2, No. 1, 2019); see also Nicholas Williams and Simon Lunn, Modernising Conventional Arms Control: 
An Urgent Imperative, European Leadership Network, March 2020.
28  Robert L. Pfaltzgraff, Jr., “China, Soviet Strategy, and American Policy,” International Security, Vol. 5, 
No. 2, Fall 1980.
29  Hua Chunying, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular Press Conference on June 10, 
2020,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, June 10, 2020a.
30  Aaron Mehta, “NATO Struggles with Its China Conundrum,” Defense News, December 3, 2019; “NATO 
Sets Its Sights on China,” The Economist, June 9, 2020. For NATO leadership statements on China, see 
Vicky McKeever, “U.S. Needs Europe to Tackle the Rise of China, NATO Chief Says,” CNBC, February 15, 
2020; “NATO’s Jens Stoltenberg Sounds Warning on China’s Rise,” DW, June 13, 2020. For analysis, see 
Jens Ringsmose and Sten Rynning, “China Brought NATO Closer Together,” War on the Rocks, February 5, 
2020; Nad’a Kovalcikova and Gabrielle Tarini, Stronger Together: NATO’s Evolving Approach Toward China, 
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More generally, Beijing has long criticized NATO in principle on the grounds that an alli-
ance is in essence exclusionary and adversarial. As one U.S. scholar summarized over a decade 
ago, China’s principled issues with NATO include “a long-standing opposition to the enlarge-
ment of military blocs and strengthening of military alliances, interference in the internal 
affairs of other countries, fear of containment, and opposition to ballistic missile defense 
systems.”31 Xi has made clear that China opposes all alliances as vestiges of “outdated,” “Cold 
War” era, and “zero-sum” thinking, forswearing any alliances for China (even as it keeps one 
with North Korea and engages in security “partnerships” that lack only the mutual defense 
commitments of alliances).32 The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesperson made 
this clear in 2014: “The Chinese side always opposes the establishment and expansion of mili-
tary blocs, objects to the forming of spheres of influence and rival camps.”33 In Europe, China 
has blamed NATO for driving the early 2000s “color revolutions” and causing the Ukraine 
crisis through its expansion.34 

China has also been very critical of NATO’s military operations abroad, whether it be 
in Kosovo, Afghanistan, or Libya.35 China generally viewed these operations as interfering 
in other countries’ internal affairs and destabilizing these countries—China also holds an 
alarmist view of U.S.-led overthrows of authoritarian regimes, as they strike fear of similar 
actions against the CCP leadership.36 To this point, the accidental bombing of the Chinese 
embassy in Belgrade in 1999 was one of several turning points in China’s perception of the 
United States and has remained a negative narrative in the relationship ever since.37 From the 

German Marshall Fund, May 12, 2020; Ian Brzezinski, “NATO’s Role in a Transatlantic Strategy on China,” 
Atlantic Council, June 1, 2020.
31  Dennis Blasko, “China’s Views on NATO Expansion: A Secondary National Interest,” China Brief, Vol. 9, 
No. 5, Jamestown Foundation, March 2009. 
32  Xi Jinping, “New Asian Security Concept for New Progress in Security Cooperation,” speech at the 
Fourth Summit of the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia, May 21, 2014b. 
For analysis of the implications, see Nadege Rolland, “Beijing’s Vision for a Reshaped International Order,” 
China Brief, Vol. 18. No. 3, Jamestown Foundation, February 26, 2018; Xi Jinping, “Working Together to 
Forge a New Partnership of Win-Win Cooperation and Create a Community of Shared Future for Man-
kind,” speech, General Debate of the 70th Session of the UN General Assembly, September 2015.
33  Hua Chunying, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular Press Conference on Novem-
ber 27, 2014,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, November 27, 2014.
34  Liu Zhenmin, “Remarks by H. E. Mr. Liu Zhenmin, Vice Foreign Minister of China, at the 2014 ARF 
Senior Officials’ Meeting,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, June 16, 2014.
35  For Libya, as an example, see Andrew Jacobs, “China Urges Quick End to Airstrikes in Libya,” New York 
Times, March 22, 2011. For a recent summary of China’s stance on Libya, see Samuel Ramani, “Where Does 
China Stand on the Libya Conflict?” The Diplomat, June 18, 2019b.
36  People’s Liberation Army Academy of Military Science, Military Strategy Department, ed., 战略学 [Sci-
ence of Military Strategy], 3rd ed., Beijing, China: Academy of Military Science Press, 2013, p. 93.
37  Tom Fox, “Bombs over Belgrade: An Underrated Sino-American Anniversary,” War on the Rocks, May 7, 
2019.
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PRC’s perspective, security architecture should be global, should seek resolution of disputes 
through dialogue rather than confrontation, and should emphasize partnership rather than 
alliance.38

Looking to the future, China is also wary of the U.S. ability to assist Europe in prepar-
ing for impending challenges from China, as well as its ability to help strengthen Europe’s 
democratic institutions, freedom of the press, and rule of law.39 Ultimately, Chinese activ-
ities in Europe with regard to NATO are intended to limit or undermine any shifting of 
NATO’s focus away from Russia and toward China. For U.S.-China strategic competition, 
this means denying the United States global support for what Beijing perceives as a campaign 
of containment.

Russian Equities
For Russia, the Euro-Atlantic security architecture and the future of NATO has consistently 
been a core national security concern, making this issue area of high importance. Russia’s 
broad view of Euro-Atlantic security is formed by its opposition to NATO, and to a lesser 
extent the EU—therefore, there is little common ground to be found between United States 
and Russia in this issue area. At the same time, Russia does have some interest in greater sta-
bility on the European continent—notably, insofar as it implicates the likelihood of a Russia-
NATO conflict—placing it in mixed alignment with U.S. interests. Concerns about the latter 
translate into an interest in Europe-focused arms control and CSBMs with the United States 
and/or NATO. 

Russia’s worldview articulates an opposition to U.S.- or Western-led alliances in principle, 
which Russia views as anathema to the “the emergence of a polycentric world architecture.”40 
Beyond principle, Moscow blames the “the geopolitical expansion” by NATO, along with the 
EU, for the “serious crisis in the relations between Russia and the Western States.”41 NATO’s 
and the United States’ present policies, according to the Russian official view, are unjusti-
fiably aimed at a Cold War–type containment of Russia—in lieu of a productive coopera-
tion.42 Particularly problematic from Moscow’s perspective is NATO’s potential expansion 
into countries that Moscow considers to be in its backyard and vital to assuring its own 

38  Xi, 2015.
39  Thorsten Benner and Thomas Wright, testimony to U.S. China Economic and Security Review Commis-
sion for hearing on “China’s Relations with U.S. Allies and Partners in Europe and the Asia Pacific,” April 5, 
2018; Scott Harold, Chinese Views on European Defense Integration, Berlin, Germany: Mercator Institute for 
China Studies, December 19, 2018.
40  Sergey Lavrov, “The World at a Crossroads and a System of International Relations for the Future,” 
Russia in Global Affairs, No. 4, October/December 2019.
41  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
42  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016; “МИД назвал три условия для улучшения 
отношений с Европой [MFA Named Three Conditions to Improve Relations with Europe],” РБК [RBK], 
February 16, 2020.
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security, and NATO posture enhancements. Although Russia’s reaction to earlier rounds of 
NATO enlargement into Eastern Europe was rather muted, movements toward integrating 
post-Soviet Eurasia are perceived to more centrally threaten Russia’s interests.43 Since at least 
1995, Russian leadership has made it clear that the former Soviet countries are central to 
Russia and that Russia was to play a leading role in the post-Soviet space.44 This position has 
not changed substantially to date.45 NATO’s offers of Membership Action Plans (MAPs) to 
Georgia and Ukraine in 2008 were met with a warning that Russia would view this as a “stra-
tegic challenge with serious strategic consequences.”46 The subsequent decision at the 2008 
NATO Bucharest summit to forgo MAPs and to declare that the two countries “will become” 
members at some unspecified time was likewise interpreted as a “direct threat” to Russia’s 
security.47 Although there are no concrete paths toward NATO membership for Georgia or 
Ukraine, the very prospect is deeply problematic for Russia.48 So long as the possibility of 
enlarging NATO to these states remains on the table, Moscow’s view on this pillar of Euro-
Atlantic security architecture will remain adverse to the positions of the United States and 
its allies. 

Especially in light of the potential for future NATO expansion to Russia’s borders, NATO 
posture enhancements along its Eastern flank are perceived as directly threatening to Rus-
sia’s security. Positioning “military infrastructure of NATO members in proximity to the 

43  The enlargement to Eastern Europe included Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic in 1999; the 
three Baltic States, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia in 2004; and Albania and Croatia in 2009.
44  Notably, the CIS states, which then encompassed all but the Baltic former republics, were expected to 
“refrain from participation in alliances and blocs aimed against any of the CIS states” (Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Стратегический курс России с государствами—участниками 
Содружества Независимых Государств [Strategic Course of Russia Towards Member States of the Com-
monwealth of Independent States],” September 12, 2005. See discussion in Charap and Colton, 2016, loc. 
1022. 
45  See, e.g., the declaration in Russia’s 2016 Foreign Policy Concept that, “While respecting the right of 
its partners within the CIS to establish relations with other international actors, Russia expects the CIS 
member States to fully implement their obligations within integration structures that include Russia, as well 
as further promote integration and mutually beneficial cooperation in the CIS space” (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016).
46  Charap and Colton, 2016, loc. 1775.
47  Vladimir Putin, “Заявление для прессы и ответы на вопросы журналистов по итогам заседания 
Совета Россия–НАТО [Statement for the Press and Answers to Journalists’ Questions on the Results of the 
Russia-NATO Council Meeting],” April 4, 2008; see also Charap and Colton, 2016, loc. 1799.
48  Underscoring the zero-sum nature of the stakes, both Georgia and Ukraine exited Russia-dominated 
CIS: Georgia in 2009, observing (years earlier) that in view of its intentions toward NATO, it “cannot be part 
of two military structures simultaneously” (“Georgia Opts out of ex-Soviet Military Cooperation Body,” 
Pravda, February 3, 2006). Georgia completed its withdrawal from the CIS in August 2009, one year after 
officially announcing its withdrawal in the immediate aftermath of the Russo-Georgian War. Ukraine, 
which has always been an informal participant in CIS, formally terminated its participation in 2018 (Nicho-
las Waller, “Poroshenko Officially Ends Ukraine’s Membership in CIS,” New Europe, May 28, 2018). Both 
countries exited CIS in the wake of Russian aggression toward them.
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borders of the Russian Federation” is the first “military danger” in Russia’s 2010 and 2014 
Military Doctrines. Because Moscow does not distinguish between NATO and U.S. capabili-
ties and intentions, Putin has denounced U.S. plans for strengthening NATO’s capabilities in 
Europe contained in the 2017 U.S. NSS.49 Similarly, the deployment of foreign military forces 
in any country bordering Russia and its allies is the third “military danger” identified in Rus-
sia’s 2014 Military Doctrine.50 Russia’s 2015 National Security Strategy echoes these points, 
emphasizing the “the unacceptability for the Russian Federation of the alliance’s increased 
military activity and the approach of its military infrastructure toward Russia’s borders,” as 
well as of NATO’s “global functions.”51

Top Russian officials have also been consistent in their objections to NATO deployments 
on these grounds.52 Although NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence battalions in the Bal-
tics and Poland are not themselves viewed as threatening, the opportunities they create for 
additional deployments in the future are.53 NATO expansion is closely linked to the threat 
presented by NATO capabilities: Thus, Putin has indicated that Ukraine’s NATO member-
ship would not be tolerated by Russia because of the prospect that NATO military capabilities 
would be positioned there.54

However, while Russia’s interests with respect to the future of NATO are at odds with 
those of the United States and its allies, Russia shares an interest in avoiding unintended 
conflict with NATO in Europe. Thus, for example, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
has declared Russia’s openness to “de-escalating tension, restoring mutual trust, prevent-
ing any misinterpretations of one another’s intentions, and reducing the risk of dangerous 
incidents.”55 In particular, Russia’s concern about U.S. and NATO capabilities in Europe 
gives Russia an interest in limiting such capabilities and reducing the likelihood of their use 
against Russia.56 

49  “Putin Slams ‘Aggressive’ New U.S. Defence Strategy,” France 24, December 22, 2017.
50  Government of Russia, “Военная доктрина Российской Федерации [Military Doctrine of the Rus-
sian Federation],” April 5, 2010. A “military danger” in the doctrine is a situation with potential to lead to a 
“military threat,” or a situation with a real probability of a military conflict.
51  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Стратегия национальной безопасности 
Российской Федерации [National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation],” December 31, 2015.
52  For example, see statements by Defense Minister Shoygu in Government of Russia, “Expanded Meeting 
of the Defense Ministry Board,” Kremlin, December 22, 2017. 
53  For a synthesis of Russian views, see Charap et al., 2020.
54  For example, President of Russia website, “Interview with Austrian ORF Television Channel,” Kremlin, 
June 4, 2018.
55  Robert Burns, “The Chill in US-Russia Relations Has Some Worried About Stumbling into a Military 
Conflict,” Military Times, April 14, 2019.
56  For example, OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, “Statement by the Delegation of the Russian Fed-
eration,” October 23, 2019b, p. 4. 
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Thus, Russia has officially declared its interest in both nuclear and conventional arms 
control in Europe. The 2017 Russian National Security Strategy identifies the “improvement 
of the mechanisms of arms control specified by international treaties” and “confidence-
building measures” as two of the five most important areas for cooperating with the United 
States.57 Russia’s 2016 Foreign Policy Concept states that Russia “strictly abides by its inter-
national arms control obligations” and that it “participates, on the basis of the principles of 
equal rights and indivisible security, in devising new arms control agreements”—with the 
caveat that the latter “serve Russia’s national interests and contribute to strategic stability.” 
In a 2020 address, Putin declared that “the world has no future, if there are no limitations of 
some kind with regard to arms races.”58

Russia views at least some aspects of CAC as relevant to strategic stability. Thus, its 
National Security Strategy further states that 

To preserve strategic stability the Russian Federation . . . contributes to the strengthen-
ing of regional stability through participation in processes of a reduction and limita-
tion of conventional armed forces, and also through the development and application of 
confidence-building measures in the military sphere.59 

The Foreign Policy Concept further links the “efforts to strengthen regional stability in 
Europe” to Russia’s aim of bringing “the conventional arms control regime in Europe in line 
with present realities, as well as ensur[ing] unconditional compliance by all States with the 
agreed confidence and security-building measures.”60 

Although Russia declares an interest in CAC, not unlike the United States, it is not enthu-
siastic about the three core individual existing CAC and CSBM agreements. Russia sus-
pended implementation of the CFE in 2007 and stopped participating in meetings of the 
CFE Joint Consultative Group in 2015, essentially rendering the treaty defunct—and Russia 
has no intentions of returning to the agreement. Instead, Russia has proposed the creation of 
a new CAC regime, one that better “corresponds to modern needs.”61 And Russian officials 
have stated that dialogue on a CAC regime would be possible only if the United States and 
NATO stop their policy of containment and renew military cooperation with Russia.62 On 

57  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2015.
58  Government of Russia, “Заседание дискуссионного клуба «Валдай» [Meeting of the Valdai Discus-
sion Club],” October 22, 2020. 
59  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2015.
60  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
61  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Договор об обычных вооружённых силах в 
Европе (ДОВСЕ) и контроль над обычными вооружениями в Европе [Conventional Forces in Europe 
Treaty and Conventional Arms Control in Europe],” January 25, 2019a.
62  “МИД РФ: для диалога о вооружениях в Европе НАТО должна отказаться от “сдерживания” 
России [MFA of RF: For Dialogue About Arms in Europe, NATO Must Retreat from ‘Containment’],” Tass, 
May 5, 2019. 
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the Vienna Document, Russia’s official position is that parties should focus on implementing 
the 2011 update.63 Putin has claimed Moscow’s interest in retaining the Vienna Document 
privately, at the Helsinki summit between him and Trump in 2018.64 But Moscow has also 
rejected the modernization of the Vienna Document proposed by 32 OSCE states, on the 
grounds that “the strategy for the military ‘containment’ of Russia, which is being imple-
mented by NATO . . . makes it impossible to reach agreements on the modernization of the 
Vienna Document.”65 Instead, Russia calls for the “creation of necessary conditions for the 
renewal of constructive discussions in the future.”66 After the United States withdrew from 
the Open Skies Treaty, Russia restated its position that it has not failed to implement that 
treaty, contrary to U.S. claims—and that insofar as the United States disagreed, Russia is 
always ready “to find mutually acceptable solutions to technical problems at the negotiating 
table.”67 The Russian ambassador to the United States described the Open Skies Treaty as 
important and “still relevant” as “one of the last legally binding agreements between nuclear 
superpowers promoting mutual understanding and transparency amidst a deep crisis in 
arms control.”68 

While Russia’s interest in nuclear nonproliferation and nuclear arms control is addressed 
more fully in a companion volume,69 Russia’s interests in a specifically Europe-focused regime 
governing nuclear and conventional intermediate-range missiles should be noted here. Offi-
cially, Moscow claims to support the INF Treaty, denies ever violating the treaty, and con-
demns the U.S. withdrawal.70 There are certainly good reasons to believe that Russia has 

63  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Венский документ (ВД) 2011 года о мерах 
укрепления доверия и безопасности [Vienna Document (VD) on Confidence and Security Building 
Measures],” July 6, 2017; see also Oleg Shakirov, “Будущее Венского Документа [Future of the Vienna 
Document],” Индекс Безопасности [Security Index], No. 2, ПИР-Центр [PIR-Center], 2019a. 
64  Yelena Chernenko, “Меры по контролю над соглашениями [Measures for Agreement Control],” Kom-
mersant, December 26, 2018b.
65  OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, 2019b. 
66  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2017; see also Johan Engvall, Gudren Persson, 
Robert Dalsjö, Carolina Vendil Pallin, and Mike Winnerstig, Conventional Arms Control: A Way For-
ward or Wishful Thinking? FOI, FOI-R-4586-SE, April 2018, p. 43, quoting S. V. Lavrov, “Выступление 
Министра иностранных дел России С. В. Лаврова на V Московской конференции по международной 
безопасности [Statement of the Minister of Foreign Affairs S. V. Lavrov at the Fifth Moscow Conference on 
International Security],” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, April 27, 2016. 
67  Anatoly Antonov, “America’s Withdrawal from the Open Skies Treaty Undermines Euro-Atlantic Secu-
rity,” National Interest, June 4, 2020.
68  Antonov, 2020.
69 Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023.
70  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “К ситуации вокруг выхода США из Договора 
о ликвидации ракет средней дальности и меньшей дальности [On the Situation Around the U.S. With-
drawal from the IFN Treaty],” July 31, 2020b.
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long been dissatisfied with the INF Treaty and deemed it to be disadvantageous to Russia.71 
Likewise, public pronouncements by Russian leadership in this regard are doubtless crafted 
with propagandistic purposes in mind. At the same time, Moscow has been consistent and 
clear that such weapons constitute a significant threat to its national security interests and 
consistent about its concerns about arms races.72 

Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, there is no trade space for cooperation with either Russia or China that 
would advance U.S. interests with respect to the key pillar of Euro-Atlantic security architec-
ture, the future of NATO. However, there is some trade space for cooperation aimed at reduc-
ing the risk of inadvertent escalation between NATO and Russia, based on either existing or 
hypothetical new instruments of CAC and CSBMs, and we assess Russia’s overall willingness 
to cooperate in that latter trade space to be at the medium level.

The Future of NATO
With regard to NATO’s future and its role in shaping the Euro-Atlantic security architec-
ture, the United States and Russia have adverse interests. To a lesser extent, this is also true of 
the United States and China: Even if China’s opposition to NATO is not as stark as Russia’s, 
China is not aligned with the United States and has rather low stakes in the transatlantic 
security architecture, thus diminishing China’s motivation to seek any common ground.73 
Within this subset of issues central to Euro-Atlantic security, therefore, there is an absence of 
even rhetorical alignment, and no meaningful trade space—at least in the foreseeable future. 

We do note that it is theoretically possible to find cooperative approaches, and several 
prominent experts on U.S.- and Europe-Russia relations have advanced the notion of non-
aligned status for countries whose membership in NATO and the EU most troubles Rus-

71  See, e.g., Andrey Kortunov, “A Year Without the INF Treaty: You Need an Umbrella During Rainy 
Season,” Russian International Affairs Council, August 3, 2020; Fred Kaplan, “Trump’s Missile Misfire,” 
Slate, October 22, 2018. 
72  For example, Vladimir Putin, “Заявление Владимира Путина о дополнительных шагах по 
деэскалации обстановки в Европе в условиях прекращения действия Договора о ракетах средней и 
меньшей дальности (РСМД) [Statement of Vladimir Putin on Additional Steps to Deescalate the Situation 
in Europe After the INF Treaty Ceases to Be in Effect],” October 26, 2020c; Government of Russia, 2020; 
Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, “Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces—
First Deputy Minister of Defence General of the Army Valery Gerasimov Meets with Representatives of the 
Military Diplomatic Corps Accredited in Russia,” December 12, 2019c. 
73  China’s remoteness from this issue area means that its willingness to negotiate or cooperate is not wholly 
relevant and is largely unknown. Only limited cooperation has occurred in the past, such as close consul-
tation between NATO countries and China on Afghanistan and joint anti-piracy operations in the Gulf of 
Aden (Benner and Wright, 2018). 
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sia.74 The United States has left open the option of expanding NATO membership, though 
it remains an open question whether doing so would serve U.S. interests in strengthening 
collective defense or would actually weaken the alliance by placing additional burdens on 
the United States (and the alliance as a whole) if these new members would not meaningfully 
enhance the alliance’s overall capabilities and could elevate the risk of an Article 5 scenario 
being triggered.75 

At present however, agreement on nonalignment or other cooperation with regard to the 
future of NATO should not be realistically expected.76

Reducing Risks of Unintended Conflict
More substantial space for bargaining or cooperation exists between the United States and 
Russia with regard to reducing risks of conflict—notably as a result of unintended escalation. 
As a team of American and Russian experts observe, 

Europe, Russia, and the United States have benefited from military-political stability and 
mutual transparency in Europe over the past decades and share an interest in prevent-
ing a new arms race. The recent intensification in Russian and Western military activi-
ties in sensitive areas along the lines of direct contact and the return to mutual deter-
rence postures increase the risk of unintended or inadvertent escalation and military 
confrontation.77 

There is not universal agreement on the policies that would best address such risks, but at 
least some experts argue that finding cooperative avenues to revive or rebuild aspects of the 
CAC regime would serve enduring U.S. interests, as well as those of Russia and Europe.78 
Measures to reduce the risk of such conflicts are necessary precisely because fundamental 
disagreements will continue to divide the United States and NATO from Russia. Reducing 
the risk of conflict through arms control, CSBMs, and deconfliction or crisis management 
measures could serve both sides’ interests—even as “Each will remain convinced that the 
other is to blame for the deterioration of the relationship.”79

As the discussion of the equities above suggests, there is a degree of rhetorical alignment 
between the United States and Russia in this regard, as well as reasons to believe that the 

74  Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019; for more modest steps toward cooperation that do not require a full-scale 
revision of the regional order, see also Ellehuus and Zagorski, 2019.
75  For further discussion of NATO expansion with regard to Ukraine (and Georgia), see Chapter Seven.
76  See, e.g., Charap, Shapiro, et al., 2019, p. 9.
77  Ellehuus and Zagorski, 2019. 
78  See Charap et al., 2020; Des Browne, Wolfgang Ischinger, Igor S. Ivanov, and Sam Nunn, “Support for 
Crisis Management Dialogue and Strategic Stability in the Euro-Atlantic Region,” Euro-Atlantic Security 
Leadership Group, February 2019; Williams and Lunn, 2020.
79  Kubiak, 2019, p. 4.
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rhetoric reflects a degree of genuine interest in avoiding inadvertent escalation of hostilities. 
Russian official documents declare a readiness to engage with the United States and NATO 
in the interests of strengthening security, albeit conditional on the extent to which Russian 
interests are accommodated.80 Below, we assess to what extent the rhetorical alignment at the 
general level corresponds to potential for cooperation at the more concrete level in a way that 
advances U.S. interests—namely, with regard to intermediate-range missiles, broader CAC 
and CSBMs, and less ambitious deconfliction or crisis management measures. With regard to 
each, we assess whether there is indication that Russia could be willing to cooperate. 

Intermediate-Range Weapons
Notwithstanding the mutual recriminations characterizing the recent history of the INF 
Treaty, the United States and Russia may still retain a shared interest in limiting the risk 
of miscalculation and inadvertent escalation that could accompany intermediate-range 
missiles—even if a cooperative remedy to that risk may not ultimately be practically attain-
able. Recent RAND research finds, for example, that Russia and NATO members alike assess 
long-range precision-strike capabilities as salient potential triggers for unintentional con-
ventional conflict in Europe.81 Numerous experts therefore argue that, even if U.S. with-
drawal from the INF Treaty were justifiable because of Russia’s violations, the presence of 
such weapons in Europe would likely raise the risk of misperception and miscalculation.82 
Indeed, intermediate-range missiles have precipitated crises in the early 1980s, including the 
Soviet Union’s mistaken conclusion that a NATO exercise was preparation for nuclear war—
in the shadow of the deployment of Pershing II intermediate-range ballistic missiles and the 
Gryphon cruise missile to bases in West Germany.83 Because of the widespread concerns 
about the destabilizing potential of these weapons, the U.S. Congress has so far declined to 
appropriate funds to them, even though U.S. construction of such weapons is no longer con-
strained by the INF Treaty.84

80  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016; NSS, 2017. 
81  Charap et al., 2020 pp. 36–37.
82  For example, as one expert describes a post-INF future with both sides fielding formerly prohibited 
weapons now under development: 

All these weapons, when deployed, will share one trait: relatively short f light times (about 7 minutes com-
pared to around 35 minutes for intercontinental and submarine-launched ballistic missiles, depending on 
the launch positions) and somewhat concealed road-mobile launchers. No matter what official missions 
are assigned to them, their existence in the region would make adversaries extremely nervous and prone 
to miscalculations, especially in times of crises. (Dmitry Stefanovich, “How to Address the Russian Post-
INF Initiatives,” European Leadership Network, January 20, 2020)

See also Tom Countryman and Kingston Reif, “Intermediate-Range Missiles Are the Wrong Weapon for 
Today’s Security Challenges,” War on the Rocks, August 13, 2019.
83  Justin Dell, “Revisiting Able Archer ‘83,” NATO Association of Canada, July 31, 2018.
84  Theresa Hitchens, “Congress Stalls INF-Busting Missiles and Nuke Treaty Withdrawal,” Breaking 
Defense, December 11, 2019.
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In this regard, Russia has shown some willingness to negotiate and potentially to cooper-
ate. Although the tone of Russian official statements on U.S. withdrawal is strident, Russia 
persistently maintains a readiness for dialogue.85 Putin has publicly proposed a first-use mor-
atorium on deployment of intermediate-range missiles, stating that “Russia will not deploy 
intermediate-range or shorter-range weapons, if we develop weapons of this kind—neither 
in Europe nor anywhere else until U.S. weapons of this kind are deployed to the correspond-
ing regions of the world.”86 This cooperative proposal is coupled with threats of targeting the 
United States with its own missiles, should the United States choose to deploy in Europe, in 
effect threatening higher chances of misperceptions and conflict.87 Moscow’s moratorium 
proposal has been consistently repeated by various Russian officials,88 and a written proposal 
has been made to NATO and other states to this effect.89 Russia’s initial proposal, however, 
excluded the prospect of addressing the 9M729 missile system, which the United States iden-
tified as violative of the INF Treaty.90 The proposal was widely perceived to be one-sided and 
purely symbolic, intended to bolster Russian messaging that the United States is to blame 
for the demise of the INF regime; NATO has therefore dismissed the Russian proposal as 
“not credible.”91 However, Russia’s second articulation of the proposal signals that it may be 
more amenable to negotiation. In an October 2020 statement, the Kremlin declared readi-
ness to end the deployment of the 9M729 missile in Kaliningrad, Russia’s western exclave in 
Europe.92 At the same time, the Kremlin raised the need to address its own reciprocal con-
cerns about the potential for the United States’ Aegis Ashore Mk-41 systems to be used in 
offensive modes, through mutual inspections.93 

There are distinct doubts as to whether taking up this proposal as a basis for negotiations 
would advance U.S. interests. First, the United States has been unwilling to compromise with 

85  For example, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Comment by the Russian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs on the U.S. Report on Adherence to and Compliance with Arms Control, Nonprolifera-
tion, and Disarmament Agreements and Commitments (ACNPD),” September 20, 2019c. 
86  Government of Russia, “Meeting with Sergei Lavrov and Sergei Shoigu,” Kremlin, February 2, 2019.
87  Amie Ferris-Rotman, “Putin Warns New Weapons Will Point Toward U.S. if Missiles Are Deployed in 
Europe,” Washington Post, February 20, 2019. 
88  For example, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2020b. 
89  Stefanovich, 2020. 
90  Russia consistently maintains that it is not in violation. See interview with Russian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Sergei Ryabkov in Yelena Chernenko, “США для себя уже все решили [The U.S. Have Decided 
Everything for Themselves],” Kommersant, December 19, 2018a.
91  “Russia’s Proposed Moratorium on Missile Deployment ‘Not a Credible Offer,’ Says NATO,” Tass, Sep-
tember 25, 2019.
92  Putin, 2020c.
93  Putin, 2020c. 
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regard to the Mk-41 launchers in the past.94 Second, nondeployment of the 9M729 missiles in 
Kaliningrad alone does not sufficiently address U.S. or NATO concerns. Third, Russia’s his-
tory of noncompliance with the INF Treaty, and other arms control agreements, might mean 
that Russia’s repeated overtures are continuing to seek advantage at the expense of the United 
States and its allies. Nonetheless, whether a deployment moratorium might preserve some of 
the advantages of the former INF Treaty for the United States and its allies without the draw-
backs that led to its demise is at least an open question. Notably, limits on land-based missiles 
of this range are commonly thought to favor the United States, owing to its superiority in air 
and sea launch platforms for such missiles.95 For this reason, some experts have argued that 
the development and fielding of land-based intermediate-range missiles is militarily unnec-
essary, and thus warrant an engagement with Russia on the issue.96 Moreover, with a Europe-
focused arrangement on intermediate-range weapons, the United States could get the benefit 
of a mutual limit on deployment in Europe while retaining the ability to develop and deploy 
such missiles in other theaters.97 Other prominent Russian and Western experts and officials 
also express the opinion that the proposal is at the very least worth considering and entering 
into dialogue on.98 An American arms control expert observed that without entering into 
negotiations on the issue, the United States will never find out whether cooperation on its 
terms can be had.99 At the very least, as prominent Russia experts Eugene Rumer, Dmitry 
Trenin, and Andrew Weiss argue, the United States could benefit from seeking a dialogue to 
clarify the positions of the respective sides.100 U.S. arms control experts have offered thoughts 
for what a viable compromise might contain—which appears less far-fetched in view of Mos-

94  Congressional Research Service, U.S. Withdrawal from the INF Treaty: What’s Next? Washington, D.C., 
January 2020a, p. 1; Stefanovich, 2020. Indeed, it appears that to some degree the Russian concern is not 
unreasonable—see Congressional Research Service, 2020a, IF11051, p. 2.
95  See Amy F. Woolf, The New START Treaty: Central Limits and Key Provisions, Washington, D.C.: Con-
gressional Research Service, R41219, February 1, 2017, p. 20-21; John D. Maurer, “The Forgotten Side of 
Arms Control: Enhancing U.S. Competitive Advantage, Offsetting Enemy Strengths,” War on the Rocks, 
June 27, 2018.
96  For example, Countryman and Reif, 2019. To be sure, there is not a clear consensus among U.S. officials 
or experts on whether mutual limitations on INF missiles in Europe would advance US interests, with much 
of the doubts about this appears to stem from a suspicion that Russia’s behavior is largely unaffected by any 
agreements and that the United States will be the sole complying party. See, e.g., Esther Owens, “Trump Is 
Right About the INF,” Foreign Policy, October 24, 2018; and Cohn et al., 2019.
97  See Dobbins et al., 2019, pp. 243–244.
98  This includes former NATO Deputy Secretary-General Rose Gottemoeller (Stefanovich, 2020; interview 
with U.S. expert, phone, May 1, 2020; Countryman and Reif, 2019).
99  Interview with U.S. expert, phone, May 1, 2020. 
100 Eugene Rumer, Dmitri Trenin, and Andrew S. Weiss, “Can the Trump-Putin Summit Restore Guardrails 
to the U.S.-Russian Relationship?” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, July 2, 2018.
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cow’s October 2020 position.101 And as Rose Gottemoeller, former U.S. Under Secretary of 
State for Arms Control and International Security, observes, the risk of future noncompli-
ance with agreements is not a decisive reason not to negotiate, but is rather an argument for 
thorough monitoring of compliance.102

Conventional Arms Control and Confidence- and Security-Building Measures
There is further potential trade space for limiting the risk of unintended conflict, even if nei-
ther side embraces each of the traditional pillars of the withering CAC and associated CSBM 
regime. Evidence for Russia’s willingness to negotiate or cooperate in this regard is mixed. 
And assessing Russia’s willingness to cooperate on these aspects of the security architecture 
is complicated by the question of what particular agreement or forum can serve as a basis for 
cooperation. Most, if not all, of the traditional pillars of European CAC are not very promis-
ing candidates for cooperation. As noted, reviving the CFE itself is likely outside the viable 
trade space in light of Russia’s rejection of the treaty. The Adapted CFE and further CFE talks 
failed because of Russia’s military presence in Georgia and Moldova without the latter’s con-
sent, violating CFE principles.103 Moreover, as expert analysis suggests, the CFE approach to 
arms control no longer corresponds to the changed security environment on the continent.104 
Similarly, pursuing transparency or other confidence-building measures through the Open 
Skies Treaty is likely implausible, in view of the recent U.S. withdrawal. 

In contrast to the CFE and Open Skies Treaty, there is a degree of rhetorical alignment 
between the United States and Russia on updating the Vienna Document, and Russia has 
shown some willingness to negotiate on this front. Modernizing the Vienna Document could 
help increase transparency and mitigate potential misperception related to Russian exercises 
near NATO territory (or vice versa).105 Pursuing cooperation on modernizing the Vienna 
Document could also help bolster the CAC regime, as changes to the document could help 
“prevent rapid and covert concentrations of forces capable of conducting offensive cross-

101 For example, Countryman and Reif argue that because “the United States and Russia dispute the range of 
[Russia’s] missile, they could agree to bar deployments west of the Ural Mountains,” in exchange for allay-
ing “Russian concerns that the United States could place offensive missiles in the Mk-41 missile-defense 
interceptor launchers currently deployed in Romania and that will soon be deployed in Poland as part of the 
European Phased Adaptative Approach.” 2019. 
102 Rose Gottemoeller, “Rethinking Nuclear Arms Control,” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 3, 2020, 
pp. 141–142.
103 Charap et al., 2020, p. 12.
104 Charap et al., 2020.
105 Kühn, 2019. Indeed, snap exercises can be a major source of unintentional escalation; these exercises 
tend to put both sides on high alert, particularly since Russia has previously used these type of exercises 
to facilitate military operations against Ukraine (either by distracting from ongoing operations or helping 
preposition equipment and troops). See, e.g., Johan Norberg, “The Use of Russia’s Military in the Crimean 
Crisis,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 13, 2014.
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border operations in sensitive areas along the NATO-Russia border.”106 Indeed, some experts 
have contended that “increasing the transparency and predictability of military activities in 
the OSCE area by closing the loopholes in the Vienna Document would increase trust and 
hard arms control.”107

Prior to 2014, Russia made numerous proposals to update the Vienna Document; more 
recently, Moscow claims that it has been, and continues to be, ready to go beyond the letter 
of the Vienna Document with regard to notification of OSCE about military exercises below 
the stipulated threshold.108 Despite disagreements surrounding the Vienna Document, it has 
remained operational throughout the turbulent post-2014 period, and some U.S. and Russian 
experts assess that it is working decently in spite of shortcomings.109

However, evidence of Russia’s willingness to negotiate and ultimately cooperate on this 
agreement is decidedly mixed. For one thing, even if Russia is complying with the letter of 
the Vienna Document, it violates its spirit. For example, the Vienna Document requires states 
to notify each other in advance about military exercises that exceed certain thresholds in 
terms of the number of troops (approximately 13,000) involved, and to allow observation of 
such exercises.110 The United States and NATO have accused Russia of exploiting the word-
ing of these stipulations by “consistently report[ing] the numbers of troops involved in its 
exercises to be just shy of those thresholds, only for Russian officials to later state that the 
exercises were far larger than declared.”111 And Russia has so far been unreceptive to U.S. 
and NATO proposals to lower the thresholds for notification and observation of snap exer-
cises. Russia has blocked the 2016 reissuance of the Vienna Document and has since rejected 
a 2019 German OSCE proposal for modernizing it.112 Generally, Russia has linked revisions 
to the Vienna Document to broader CAC issues in Europe, and to Russia’s grievances about 

106 Ellehuus and Zagorski, 2019.
107 Ellehuus and Zagorski, 2019.
108 OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, 2019b, p. 5. It should be noted that Russia’s claims to go beyond 
the Vienna Document requirements are consistent with U.S. and European complaints of Russian viola-
tions of the spirit and/or the letter of the Vienna Document on other occasions. 
109 See Shakirov, 2019a, observing that the Vienna Document could be a sort of a substitute for both the 
defunct CFE and the NATO-Russia Council. A U.S. conventional arms-control official assessed that “VD 
is working better than all the rest [of the CAC and CSBM pillars,] even with all of its issues” (interview, 
July 30, 2020). 
110 Oleg Shakirov, “Vienna Document Update Awaiting Better Days,” Security and Human Rights Monitor, 
February 20, 2019b.
111  Lee Litzenberger, “Beyond Zapad 2017: Russia’s Destabilizing Approach to Military Exercises,” War on 
the Rocks, November 28, 2017.
112  Yelena Chernenko, “Укрепление мер недоверия в Европе [Strengthening Mistrust-Building Measures 
in Europe],” Газета “Коммерсантъ,” Kommersant, No. 224, December 5, 2019, p. 6; Oliver Schmitt, “The 
Vienna Document and the Russian Challenge to the European Security Architecture,” undated; OSCE, 
Forum for Security Co-operation, “Special Meeting of the Forum for Security Co-operation (834th Plenary 
Meeting),” November 9, 2016.
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the broader U.S. and NATO strategy toward Russia. As recent RAND work concludes, “CFE 
follow-on negotiations became entangled with other (seemingly intractable) political and 
political-military disputes between Russia and other states-parties,” and “modernization of 
[the Vienna Document] has become linked to those negotiations, and thus is hostage to the 
ongoing deadlock.”113

The prospects for overcoming the deadlock in the immediate future are likely not very 
bright. However, in view of rhetorical alignment—and indeed, the alignment of U.S. and Rus-
sian interests in preventing unintended escalation or conflict outbreaks—as well as Russia’s 
mixed record, progress on this front at some point may become possible. As the U.S. delega-
tion to the OSCE Forum for Security Cooperation declared, pertaining to the modernization 
of the Vienna Document, “We in the United States are not discouraged by reluctance by any 
of the 57 countries” and deem negotiations worthwhile in order to seize the moment “when 
the window of opportunity opens.”114 

Beyond the Vienna Document, expert analyses do point to other potential vehicles for 
cooperation through arms control and/or confidence-building through increased transpar-
ency. Most notably, the Russia-NATO Council remains a viable venue for negotiation and 
the resumption of regular military-to-military contacts, although it has not been a site of 
substantive engagement below the ambassadorial level since 2014.115 Resuming military-to-
military contacts would increase transparency, and new risk-reduction measures outside 
existing agreements may be discussed and negotiated.116 Moreover, the NATO-Russia Found-
ing Act, negotiated in 1997 to help improve relations between NATO and Russia, can serve 
as a kind of CAC. As Russian and Western experts point out, “The NATO-Russia Founding 
Act and Russia’s 1999 pledges can serve as an important point of departure for agreeing on 
new measures in order to prevent an arms race in Europe”: The provisions against “additional 
permanent stationing of substantial combat forces” in the region by both sides remain in 
force, although Russia and the United States interpret the terms differently.117 There are, to be 

113  Charap et al., 2020, p. 2; see also OSCE, 2019b; Anton Mazur, “Remarks by Anton Mazur, Head of the 
Russian Delegation at the Vienna Talks on Military Security and Arms Control at the Annual Security 
Review Conference,” Vienna, June 27, 2018. 
114  OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, October 2019c.
115  See, e.g., “НАТО навязывает нам схему обеспечения безопасности времен холодной войны [NATO 
Is Imposing on Us a Scheme for Security Provision From the Cold War Era],” Kommersant, December 26, 
2019; Kubiak, 2019; Wolfgang Ischinger, “Food for Thought: ‘A Call to Arms Control,’” Munich Security 
Conference, December 19, 2016.
116  For such an argument, see Sergey Rogov, Adam Thomson, and Alexander Vershbow, “A New Path For-
ward for NATO and Russia,” The National Interest, December 7, 2020.
117  Wolfgang Zellner, et al., Reducing the Risks of Conventional Deterrence in Europe Arms Control in the 
NATO-Russia Contact Zones, Vienna: OSCE Network of Think Tanks and Academic Institutions, 2018. For 
other arguments that the NATO-Russia Founding Act can serve as a basis for security cooperation with 
Russia, see Kimberly Martens, Reducing Tensions Between Russia and NATO, New York: Council on For-
eign Relations, Council Special Report No. 79, March 2017; and Ellehuus and Zagorski, 2019. For Russia’s 
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sure, other mechanisms to reduce the risk of unintended conflict, consisting of more modest 
deconfliction, deescalation, or crisis-management measures. These we consider in connec-
tion with more regionally specific sources of risk (such as in the Baltic, Black, and Eastern 
Mediterranean Seas in the subsequent chapters). 

Table 3.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

TABLE 3.1

Interest in Cooperation on Euro-Atlantic Security

 China Russia

How important is the issue area Low High

Space for cooperation

Rhetorical alignment Mixed Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate N/A Medium

Obstacles
Multiple obstacles complicate the paths from potential to actual cooperation on any of the 
avenues for reducing the risk of unintended conflict. First, a significant obstacle to any prog-
ress in this arena is a lack of mutual trust in each other’s intentions or proposals. A degree of 
mistrust is to be expected in conditions of strategic competition, but levels of distrust appear 
higher than they were during certain parts of the Cold War. The United States has repeatedly 
criticized Russia for noncompliance or for providing incomplete implementation of every 
treaty and agreement that constitutes the present-day CAC and CSBM regimes, as well as the 
INF Treaty.118 This has led the United States and NATO to discount the credibility of Rus-
sian proposals.119 Russia has also accused the United States of noncompliance with multiple 
treaties, including of long preparing for a withdrawal from the INF Treaty by producing pro-
hibited weapons, thus validating Russia’s concerns while the INF Treaty was in force.120 This 
has led some experts to pessimistic conclusions that “the preconditions for initiating negotia-
tions on arms control in the OSCE are not in place at this particular point in time.”121 Mis-
trust complicates even more routine deconfliction efforts: Russia’s track record of intentional 

criticism of the U.S. interpretation of the provisions, see Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federa-
tion, 2019c. 
118  See compilation of compliance reports and fact sheets provided by the U.S. Department of State, Bureau 
of Arms Control, “The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty,” undated.
119  Stefanovich, 2020.
120 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2019c.
121 Engvall et al., 2018.
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brinkmanship has contributed to the reluctance among U.S. decisionmakers and military to 
cooperate even in this relatively unambitious manner.122 

Second, although reducing the risk of unintended U.S.- or NATO-Russia conflict is in the 
United States’ interest, the political will to engage in arms control or related CSBMs appears 
very low on the U.S. side, as of the end of 2020. The United States had pulled out of a number 
of treaties in this space in a short period of time—and turning around to negotiate replace-
ments or new agreements, even if these are not formal treaties, would likely incur audience 
costs in the form of political backlash. 

Third, for most continent-wide arrangements on CAC or CSBMs to be meaningful, mul-
tiple third parties must take part. And different members of the Euro-Atlantic community 
of states have different preferences on most avenues for cooperation. European states differ 
in their assessments of the risks of potential escalation that call for such cooperation, as well 
as the appropriate remedies.123 Some states see little point in negotiating new CAC agree-
ments in view of Russia’s violations of existing ones, while others assess the need for such 
agreements as pressing.124 Different OSCE states harbor different views on the Vienna Docu-
ment.125 As one expert analysis puts it, “The prospects are constrained by the sheer variety of 
states participating in the dialogue. Indeed, what are technical issues for some states will be 
existential ones for others, depending on size, geography, historical experiences and domestic 
politics.”126 Similarly, on Russia’s INF proposal, different states appear to have different posi-
tions.127 Third-party problems are particularly salient for this issue area because, given that 
it is security on the European continent that is most directly implicated, some U.S. officials 
believe that the United States should not be in the driver’s seat.128 

Fourth, although the substantial erosion of the current CAC and CSBM regime in Europe 
increases risks of unintended conflict, it coexists with a perceived lack of urgency to solve 
these problems. This is especially the case at the tactical and operational levels. According 
to one U.S. Air Force officer, the risk of escalation from air space incidents is addressed rou-
tinely at the operational level with individual pilots, even without any overarching agree-

122 Andrew S. Weiss and Nicole Ng, “Collision Avoidance: The Lessons of U.S. and Russian Operations in 
Syria,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 20, 2019.
123 Zellner et al., 2018, p. 8; PIR Center, “Перспективы контролья над обычными вооружениями в 
Европе [Perspectives for Conventional Arms Control in Europe],” May 5, 2017.
124 NATO, “Brussels Summit Declaration Issued by the Heads of State and Government Participating in the 
Meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Brussels 11–12 July 2018,” July 11, 2018; Zellner et al., 2018, p. 8.
125 For example, see statements on the proposed modernization of the Vienna Document in OSCE, Forum 
for Security Co-operation, “928th Plenary Meeting of the Forum,” October 23, 2019a.
126 Engvall et al., 2018.
127 While NATO issued a formal statement that as long as Russia’s 9M729 weapon remains in existence, 
there will be no discussions, individual members of the alliance hold more nuanced positions. See Stefa-
novich, 2020.
128 Interview with U.S. military officer/former CFE inspector, phone, August 4, 2020.
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ment, so the incentive to enter difficult negotiations to reduce such risks may be dimin-
ished.129 From the Russian side, the interest in arms control is now wholly dominated by 
the imminently expiring New START treaty (as of early 2021). Until the fate of that treaty is 
decided, Moscow is unlikely to view any other arms control, CSBM, or deconfliction issues 
as compelling focused attention. 

Fifth, as we observed above, Russia views progress on CAC and CSBMs as closely linked 
to broader relations between the West and Russia—and to the intractable aspects of the 
Euro-Atlantic security architecture in particular. Moscow has repeatedly stated that discuss-
ing CAC in Europe is pointless until NATO and the United States drop their policy of “con-
tainment” or “deterrence” of Russia.130 As we noted above, this is also true about moderniza-
tion of the Vienna Document, the most viable of the three historical agreements comprising 
European CAC and CSBM regime. Part of the linkage for Russia is also of conventional to 
nuclear arms control: As a U.S. official points out, any Russian representative at the negotiat-
ing table seeks to engage on the broad set of conventional and nuclear weapon systems, which 
is not reciprocated on the U.S. side.131 Moscow seeks to touch every arms control issue, and 
as experts Rachel Ellehuus and Andrei Zagorksi conclude, “Moscow would give preference to 
hard arms control instead of security- and confidence-building measures, whereas the West 
wants to see a show of good faith before moving to a discussion on hard arms control.”132 In 
short, successful cooperation on arms control and CSBMs would likely require concessions 
from the United States and NATO on issues that are presently nonnegotiable. For example, 
experts and officials point out that Russians can certainly agree to a new CAC arrangement—
but it would include provisions such as “a veto on NATO enlargement, especially in its imme-
diate neighbourhood,” “an embargo on additional U.S. military bases, including U.S. missile 
defence (BMD),” or negotiations to revive the Anti–Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty.133

Finally, legal constraints complicate the landscape. The FY 2015 National Defense Autho-
rization Act (NDAA) disallows bilateral military-to-military cooperation between Russia and 
the United States until the Secretary of Defense certifies that Russia “has ceased its occupa-
tion of Ukrainian territory” and “aggressive activities.” These provisions have been renewed 
annually since, but the constraint is not absolute. The law was later amended to clarify that 
it does not limit military dialogue aimed at “reducing the risk of conflict”; moreover, the 
Secretary of Defense may determine that a “waiver is in the national security interest of the 
United States.” Notwithstanding these provisos, the law still poses a considerable constraint 

129 Interview with U.S. Air Force officer, phone, June 26, 2020.
130 PIR Center, 2017; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2019c.
131 Interview with U.S. military official/conventional arms control expert, phone, July 30, 2020. For this 
reason, this official concludes that the chances of dialogue are very low, as “no one [from the U.S. side] at the 
table can answer all of the Russians’ questions.” See also OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, 2019b. 
132 Ellehuus and Zagorski, 2019, p. 5.
133 Engvall et al., 2018; interview with U.S. military official/conventional arms control expert, phone, 
July 30, 2020. 
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on the space for cooperation.134 Furthermore, all “practical civilian and military coopera-
tion” with Russia under the NATO-Russian Council has also been suspended as a result of 
Russia’s aggression toward Ukraine.135

The obstacles make it clear that translating the theoretical space for cooperation into 
any actual successes is challenging and not very likely in the near term. However, not every 
obstacle is insuperable, and some aspects of this issue space may be more promising than 
others. In general, both audience cost and immediacy problems may be overcome with politi-
cal will on both sides, and legal constraints may be accommodated to an extent. Moreover, as 
a U.S. arms control official suggested in an interview, political will on the U.S. side can create 
incentives for Russia to engage—through, for example, the U.S. exploitation of loopholes in 
agreements such as the Vienna Document that mirrors Russia’s tactics.136 To mitigate mutual 
distrust, at least with regard to arrangements on intermediate-range missiles, cooperative 
initiatives may begin with dialogue that is not aimed at a comprehensive solutions. As a trio 
of longtime American and Russian experts suggest, “If conducted in good faith, [such a dia-
logue] could clarify each side’s position and concerns and, potentially, lead to the develop-
ment of a conceptual framework for resolving the dispute[s]” that preclude cooperation.137 
Issue linkages on the Russian side suggest that negotiating outside the historical pillars of 
the conventional-arms control and CSBM regime may be more likely to yield progress, with 
the possible exception of the Vienna Document. Third-party problems suggest that vehicles 
with fewer stakeholders may present more feasible options. For example, the NATO-Russia 
mechanisms, with 30 members, have fewer third parties than OSCE-based agreements (e.g., 
the Vienna Document has 55 signatories).138 

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation

Some possibilities for cooperation identified here may appear modest in their direct effects. 
But cooperation on this issue area also carries likely second-order effects, negative and posi-
tive, which should be taken into account. 

134 Ryan Goodman, “Does a Years’ Old Congressional Statute Prevent a Trump-Putin Agreement for Mili-
tary Cooperation?” Just Security, July 19, 2018.
135 North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “Relations with Russia,” webpage, August 5, 2019b.
136 Interview, U.S. military official/conventional arms control expert, phone, July 30, 2020. The official 
observed that if the United States adopted some of the same practices that Russia employs—such as struc-
turing military exercises to spread a large number of troops across multiple countries to avoid notification 
requirements, which violate the spirit if not the letter of the Vienna Document—Russia might more acutely 
feel the incentive to renegotiate the agreement. 
137 Rumer, Trenin, and Weiss, 2018. 
138 See Charap et al., 2020, pp. 12–13. 
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First, although there are no true wedge issues between Russia and China, China will pay 
close attention to what happens with regard to intermediate-range weapons. Washington 
and Moscow’s previous bilateral agreement to limit missile ranges eliminated that specific 
military threat to China at no cost, since China is not a party to the INF Treaty. Beijing has 
strongly condemned the U.S. withdrawal from the INF Treaty, implicitly siding with Moscow 
by blaming Washington for its collapse.139 Indeed, Beijing likely already assumes that U.S. 
deployment of intermediate-range missiles will be intended for Asia, especially because of 
explicit senior U.S. Department of Defense leadership statements to that effect.140 Beijing 
has declared that any U.S. deployments of INF-range missiles in Asia will be destabilizing, 
even as China has built its own counter-intervention strategy on exactly these missiles. The 
possibility of the United States and Russia reaching a bilateral agreement on deployments in 
Europe, rather than limiting the development of intermediate-range weapons more gener-
ally, will certainly not assuage China’s perceptions of threat. Moreover, a Europe-focused 
agreement will also leave Russia free to deploy its INF weapons in Asia, a prospect not lost on 
China.141 Although this might not be enough to drive a wedge into the China-Russia strategic 
partnership, it might introduce an additional point of tension, and at least avoid driving the 
two closer together.142 

Second, there is potential for positive externalities of cooperation within the trade space 
identified here for other, more core issues of broader Euro-Atlantic security, as well as issue 
areas addressed in other chapters and companion volumes. In general, successful bargain-
ing and cooperation build some degree of trust and creates conditions more conducive to 
further cooperation. Measures aimed at managing risk of conflict in conditions of otherwise 
contentious relations are often offered as among the most plausible starting steps that might 
contribute to a more fertile ground for future cooperation.143 Both American and Russian 
experts have singled out negotiations pertaining to intermediate-range weapons as a crucial 
issue, with consequences for nuclear arms control more broadly and the broader relation-
ship.144 Because the INF Treaty applied to both conventional and nuclear weapons, leaving it 

139 Jacob Stokes, China’s Missile Program and U.S. Withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 
(INF) Treaty, U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, February 4, 2019.
140 Mark Esper, “Secretary of Defense Esper Media Engagement En Route to Sydney, Australia,” U.S. 
Department of Defense, August 2, 2019.
141 See Gottemoeller, 2020, p. 148; Samuel Charap, “The Demise of the INF: Implications for Russia-China 
Relations,” testimony presented before U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, CT-507, March 21, 2019.
142 For an optimistic take on this opportunity for driving a wedge between China-Russia cooperation, see 
Franz-Stefan Gady, “INF Withdrawal: Bolton’s Tool to Shatter China-Russia Military Ties?” The Diplomat, 
October 24, 2018.
143 See, e.g., Sokolosky and Rumer, 2020; Kubiak, 2019; Gottemoeller et al., “It’s Time to Rethink Our Russia 
Policy,” Politico Magazine, August 5, 2020.
144 Eugene Rumer, “Five Uneasy Pieces of the U.S.-Russian Agenda,” Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, July 8, 2020; interview with U.S. think tank researcher, Washington, D.C., February 26, 2020; 
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without replacement may “undercut the credibility of future discussions about arms control 
and strategic stability,” as Rumer puts it.145 Similarly, other analyses point out that progress 
on Ukraine in particular is tied to broader European security issues, and that even the “will-
ingness to come to the table, acknowledging Russian concerns while also voicing their own, 
could send an important signal,” with the potential to “temper antagonistic rhetoric on all 
sides.”146

U.S. participation in some agreements also creates a kind of a public good for its allies; 
by contrast, U.S. nonparticipation would create motivations for Russia to curtail cooperation 
not only with the United States but also its allies. For example, the U.S. exit from the Open 
Skies Treaty may have negative effects on its allies. The United States may not lose much 
from its withdrawal because, as opponents of the treaty argue, “Over the past thirty years, 
commercial satellites have developed capabilities, such as camera resolution, similar to or 
better than the equipment carried on Open Skies aircraft,” which “makes observation flights 
unnecessary and redundant.”147 Some U.S. allies, however, might value observation flights 
more because “few countries possess the sophisticated space-based reconnaissance capabili-
ties that the United States and Russia have.”148 After U.S. withdrawal, as Putin indicated, 
Russia might itself withdraw or limit U.S. allies’ overflight rights further—because Russia 
believes they will be sharing intelligence with the United States, so the United States will get 
the benefit of the treaty regime without itself being subject to it.149 Thus, some U.S. allies, 
including Germany, France, and Britain, have disfavored U.S. withdrawal from the Open 
Skies Treaty.150 

U.S. allies have expressed similar concerns about the demise of the INF Treaty. European 
states generally sided with the United States on withdrawal, but key allies such as the UK, 
France, and Germany expressed concern that the arms race in intermediate-range missiles 
that will ensue without some replacement for the INF Treaty will harm European security.151 
French President Emmanuel Macron, for example, has been particularly blunt, observing 
that although it is the United States that has revoked the INF Treaty, “it’s our security which 
is at stake,” and that “the absence of dialogue with Russia” has made Europe less safe.152

Stefanovich, 2020. 
145 Rumer, 2020.
146 International Crisis Group, Peace in Ukraine I: A European War, April 28, 2020, p. 13.
147 Steven Pifer, “Is This the End of the Open Skies Treaty?” Brookings Institution, March 9, 2020.
148 Pifer, 2020.
149 Government of Russia, 2020; Antonov, 2020.
150 Pifer, 2020.
151 Arms Control Association, “The Post-INF Treaty Crisis: Background and Next Steps,” Issue Briefs, 
Vol. 11, No. 8, August 7, 2019; “France’s Macron Denies Accepting Putin’s Missile Proposal,” Reuters, 
November 28, 2019. 
152 “France’s Macron Denies Accepting Putin’s Missile Proposal,” 2019.
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Third, even modest cooperative steps are attended by drawbacks, as any arms control 
agreement comes at the cost of the ability to affect a rival’s decisionmaking through the 
development and deployment of certain capabilities. This might reduce the U.S. ability to 
deter Russian aggression, with the capabilities subject to some hypothetical limits.153 Differ-
ing views among members and partners of the Euro-Atlantic alliance also mean that some 
states—notably, those in Eastern Europe that perceive the threat of Russian aggression most 
immediately—will view particular agreements as detrimental to their security because they 
might reduce the cost of aggression to Russia. Similar trade-offs may attend CSBMs: The 
increased transparency that attends such measures may reduce chances of unintended escala-
tion, but trades off advantages of concealment.154 This too may weaken U.S. and allied ability 
to deter Russian intentional aggression. 

Conclusion

The potential cooperation with regard to Euro-Atlantic security broadly speaking is limited 
to Russia, owing to China’s relatively low stakes in the region and to the overlapping interests 
between the United States and Russia in preventing unintentional escalation to conflict. Even 
with regard to that limited issue area, almost no expert or official on either side expresses an 
abundance of optimism about cooperation. Cooperation based on the current pillars of the 
CAC and CSBM regime is particularly fraught and beset by obstacles. 

Nonetheless, the potential for cooperation is not absent. Of the avenues for potential coop-
eration reviewed, obstacles appear least severe with regard to the Vienna Document (relative 
to the other two pillars of the traditional CAC regime), intermediate-range weapons, and a 
more speculative possibility of relying on less traditional vehicles such as the Russia-NATO 
Council or Russia-NATO Founding Act. In view of the stakes involved, our analysis suggests 
that even the relatively modest steps toward cooperation identified in this chapter would 
serve enduring U.S. interests in Euro-Atlantic security. Assessments are not uniform, but 
many U.S., European, and Russian voices warn about the magnitude of such risks in absence 
of any efforts “to prevent an incident from turning into unimaginable catastrophe.”155 Coop-
eration in this domain is most likely if it begins with relatively modest steps, which might 
create further openings down the line.156 

To be sure, we emphasize that either pursuing or forgoing any of the available avenues 
for cooperation would be attended by second-order effects, some of which we identify in this 

153 See, e.g., such an argument with regard to the limitations in the Russia-NATO Founding Act on station-
ing “substantial combat forces” in John R. Deni, “The NATO-Russia Founding Act: A Dead Letter,” Carn-
egie Endowment for International Peace, June 29, 2017.
154 Interview with U.S. Air Force officer, phone, June 26, 2020.
155 Browne et al., 2019. 
156 Interview with U.S. military officer/former CFE inspector, phone, August 4, 2020. 
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chapter. A comprehensive assessment of whether the positive or the negative second-order 
effects dominate is beyond the scope of this analysis and will necessarily depend on precisely 
which cooperation possibilities are pursued and in what form. However, we do emphasize the 
need to assess and balance these considerations. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

Baltic Security 

The Baltics have historically been a key arena of competition between Russia and the United 
States and its allies.1 The United States and its fellow NATO allies view potential Russian 
aggression and subversion as major threats to Baltic security. Threats to Baltic security are in 
effect threats to the alliance as a whole, as attacks on the Baltics could trigger Article 5 and 
prompt calls for NATO involvement. Subversion of the sort that would not trigger Article 5 
also presents concerns, as it can destabilize U.S. allies. In addition to countering threats of 
intentional aggression, Baltic security also hinges on controlling the risks of unintended 
escalation. Because U.S. interests vis-à-vis the Baltics are usually defined in terms of deter-
ring Russia (or defeating it in case of conflict), the trade space for any cooperative initiatives 
is necessarily narrow.

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian equities or interests with 
regard to Baltic security, demonstrating that (1) unlike Russia’s and the United States’, Chi-
na’s stakes in the issue area are low and (2) the United States has at least partial rhetorical 
alignment with Russia and to a lesser extent China. Next, we identify specific avenues of 
cooperation in the space where U.S. and Russia interests are aligned, consider the evidence 
that Russia is or could be willing to cooperate along these avenues, and identify obstacles to 
actualizing cooperation. Finally, we identify salient potential second-order effects of pursu-
ing cooperation within the viable trade space.

1  We recognize that the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia are three distinct states with their 
own interests, unique dynamics, and individual agency, but we consider them collectively throughout this 
chapter because U.S. and NATO objectives focus on the importance of preventing Russian aggression or 
gray zone activity in the Baltic region as a whole. Moreover, because discussion of U.S. interests and objec-
tives pertaining to the Baltics is nearly always framed in policy documents in terms of the potential threat 
from Russia, the areas for potential cooperation with Russia are largely the same across the three Baltic 
states. We do not presume the Baltic states have the same exact view of the Russian threat and would be 
completely aligned on every measure, but the particular areas we focus on for potential cooperation would 
likely not be areas of strident disagreement among the three countries. As such, across all chapters, we do 
not conduct a systematic review of how the third-party countries involved in each suggested area of coop-
eration might react to these proposals. 
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Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities
The United States has weighty interests in protecting the security, stability, and Western ori-
entation of NATO allies Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. The three Baltic states are symboli-
cally important allies for the United States, as they “represent something much bigger geo-
politically: They are staunch defenders of economic freedom, liberal democracy, and human 
rights.”2 Indeed, since gaining their independence from the Soviet Union, the Baltic states 
have firmly aligned themselves with the West and are the only post-Soviet states that have 
joined both NATO and the EU. The relationship has deeper historical roots: The United 
States has never recognized the political annexation of the three states into the Soviet Union 
in 1940, strongly advocated their independence in 1991, and facilitated their accession to 
NATO and the EU in 2004.3 More recently, the Baltic states have also been important, if 
symbolic, allies in the War on Terror, contributing troops to support NATO-led missions in 
Afghanistan and participating in the Global Coalition to Defeat the Islamic State.4 Reflecting 
the importance of this relationship, the U.S. House of Representatives and the Senate both 
have groups—the House Baltic Caucus and the Senate Baltic Freedom Caucus, respectively—
dedicated to strengthening U.S.-Baltic relations. 

Preventing aggression in the Baltics has emerged as a crucial U.S. foreign policy objec-
tive in recent years, driven in part by the trend of increasing Russian revanchism that came 
to international attention with the 2014 annexation of Crimea.5 Within the context of stra-
tegic competition, the United States has a clear interest in preventing an attack on the Baltic 
NATO members, and the ability to deter or otherwise prevent an attack on these states is 
thus directly linked to the credibility of the NATO alliance as a whole.6 Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania are particularly vulnerable to possible Russian aggression because they all border 

2  Luke Coffey, “The Baltic States: Why the United States Must Strengthen Security Cooperation,” Heritage 
Foundation, October 25, 2013. 
3  Derek E. Mix, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania: Background and U.S.-Baltic Relations, Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Research Service, R46139, January 2, 2020. 
4  Mix, 2020, p. 12.
5  For more on Russia’s trend of revanchist behavior, see Raphael S. Cohen, Eugeniu Han, and Ashley L. 
Rhoades, Geopolitical Trends and the Future of Warfare: The Changing Global Environment and Its Implica-
tions for the U.S. Air Force, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2849/2-AF, 2020; and Stephanie 
Pezard and Ashley L. Rhoades, What Provokes Putin’s Russia? Deterring Without Unintended Escalation, 
Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-338-A, 2020.
6  The ability to effectively deter Russian aggression—and, relatedly, to be prepared to win a conflict with 
Russia in the event that deterrence fails—are both cited in the NDS as key elements of the strategic com-
petition with Russia, as they confer a military advantage upon the United States (NDS, 2018, p. 4). For ref-
erence, previous RAND work defines strategic competition as follows: “Competition in the international 
realm involves the attempt to gain advantage, often relative to others believed to pose a challenge or threat, 
through the self-interested pursuit of contested goods such as power, security, wealth, influence, and status” 
(Mazarr, Blake, et al., 2018, p. 5). 
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Russian territory, are largely dependent on Russian energy sources, and have limited mili-
tary capabilities to defend themselves from a conventional military threat.7 Accordingly, the 
United States has sought to strengthen these capabilities and deter an attack against the Bal-
tics, which could trigger Article 5 and obligate the United States and its NATO allies to come 
to the Baltics’ defense.8 This includes changes to U.S. and NATO force posture in the region 
and efforts to improve capabilities in air defense, intelligence, command and control, cyber-
security, and electronic warfare.9 The United States, along with several NATO allies, also 
maintains an “enhanced forward presence” (or “eFP”) along the Eastern Flank as part of 
NATO’s Operation Atlantic Resolve; the goal of these eFP units is “to deter Russian aggres-
sion and emphasize NATO’s commitment to collective defense by acting as a tripwire that 
ensures a response from the whole of the alliance in the event of a Russian attack.”10

How best to advance the U.S. interests in deterring Russian aggression in this region is 
a contested question. There are divergent views as to the likelihood of Russian aggression, 
and as to how best to array troops and capabilities to reinforce deterrence in this theater. 
Some policymakers and scholars believe that current NATO force posture is adequate to 
deter Russia, arguing that Russia has little motivation to invade the Baltics and risk a con-
ventional war with the United States and NATO.11 However, others contend that the possi-
bility of Russia invading the Baltics cannot be dismissed given “Moscow’s aggressive foreign 
policy and pattern of military intervention along its borders, combined with the strategic 
vulnerability of NATO’s eastern allies, particularly the Baltic States.”12 There is a correspond-
ing divide on the question of the most effective deterrent force posture in the Baltic theater: 

7  “The USA’s Support for the Baltic States. Air Defence as a Priority,” Baltic Monitor, December 31, 2019; 
Coffey, 2013.
8  For example, Public Law 116-92, 2019, p. 464.
9  Public Law 116-92, 2019, p. 464.
10  Michael E. O’Hanlon and Christopher Skaluba, “A Report from NATO’s Front Lines,” Brookings Institu-
tion, June 13, 2019; Mix, 2020, p. 12.
11  Matthew Rojansky, “U.S. Policy Toward the Baltic State,” testimony given before the House Foreign 
Affairs Subcommittee on Europe, Eurasia, and Emerging Threats, March 22, 2017, p. 3; Doug Bandow, 
“Why on Earth Would Russia Attack the Baltics?” CATO Institute, February 7, 2016.
12  Lisa Sawyer Samp, “U.S. Policy Toward the Baltic States,” statement before the House Foreign Affairs 
Subcommittee on Europe, Eurasia, and Emerging Threats, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
March 22, 2017, p. 2.
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Some policymakers and scholars argue for permanent basing of U.S. troops in Poland and 
elsewhere on the eastern flank,13 whereas others view these moves as highly provocative.14

Apart from the concern about intentional Russian military action, there is a consider-
able risk of unintended escalation. The risk stems from the geography of the region: Russia’s 
enclave of Kaliningrad is separated from Russia by the Baltic states, and U.S. and NATO 
forces are present near the Suwalki Gap, the land corridor connecting Kaliningrad to Rus-
sia’s ally Belarus and the only land corridor for NATO troops to reinforce the Baltics in the 
event of a conflict. Owing to the close proximity of NATO and Russian forces and assets in 
the region and heightened tensions in the region, the possibility for misinterpreted signals 
and unintentional escalation is not trivial.15 Given the high stakes involved if conflict were to 
break out between the United States and Russia in the Baltics, the United States has an inter-
est in preventing such accidental escalation. 

In addition to limiting the risk of armed conflict, the United States also seeks to limit 
Russian interference through gray zone activity, which may threaten internal stability and 
the Western orientation of the Baltic states.16 The Baltic states have been targets of Russia’s 
hostile influence operations, including “daily Russian strategic information operations and 
propaganda activities that are part of campaigns designed to undermine trust in their insti-
tutions, foment ethnic and social tensions, and erode confidence in NATO collective defense 
commitments.”17 EUCOM statements indicate concern over such Russian attempts “to intim-
idate [the Baltic states], both politically and militarily,” noting that “Russia also tries to influ-
ence ethnic Russian populations, especially in Estonia and Latvia, and both countries remain 

13  See Peter B. Doran and Ray Wojcik, Unfinished Business: Why and How the U.S. Should Establish a 
Permanent Military Presence on NATO’s Eastern Flank, Washington, D.C.: Center for European Policy 
Analysis, November 13, 2018. Previous RAND work concluded that NATO’s current force posture in the 
region “appears to offer Moscow the opportunity for a quick and relatively cheap win” as it is insufficient to 
defend the territorial integrity of the Baltics in the event of an attack—a particularly dangerous predicament 
given the study’s key finding that were Russia to attack the Baltics, Russian forces would be able to reach the 
capital cities of Estonia and Latvia within 36–60 hours (David A. Shlapak and Michael W. Johnson, Rein-
forcing Deterrence on NATO’s Eastern Flank, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-1253-A, 2016, 
p. 9).
14  See Michael Kofman, “Permanently Stationing U.S. Forces in Poland Is a Bad Idea, but One Worth 
Debating,” War on the Rocks, October 12, 2018; Willis Krumholz, “The President Must Say No to ‘Fort 
Trump’ in Poland,” Defense News, October 5, 2018.
15  Thomas Frear, Lessons Learned? Success and Failure in Managing Russia-West Incidents 2014–2018, 
London, UK: European Leadership Network, 2018, p. 1.
16  See Ben Connable, Stephanie Young, Stephanie Pezard, Andrew Radin, Raphael S. Cohen, Katya 
Migacheva, and James Sladden, Russia’s Hostile Measures: Combating Russian Gray Zone Aggression Against 
NATO in the Contact, Blunt, and Surge Layers of Competition, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
RR-2539-A, 2020; and Stacie L. Pettyjohn and Becca Wasser, Competing in the Gray Zone: Russian Tactics 
and Western Responses, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2791-A, 2019. 
17  Stephen J. Flanagan, Jan Osburg, Anika Binnendijk, Marta Kepe, and Andrew Radin, Deterring Russian 
Aggression in the Baltic States Through Resilience and Resistance, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
RR-2779-OSD, 2019, p. 1.
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mindful that in Crimea, Russia used these ethnic groups as a justification for intervention.”18 
In pursuit of its objectives of preventing aggression, interference, or accidental escalation in 
the Baltics, the United States has a provided great deal of security assistance to and engaged 
in security cooperation with the Baltic states, both on a bilateral basis and through NATO.19 

Chinese Equities
The Baltics are of low importance to China, long considered by Beijing to be part of Rus-
sia’s de facto sphere of influence on its periphery.20 China’s direct interests in the Baltics 
relate mainly to facilitating trade through infrastructure with broader Europe and develop-
ing political relations to generate support for China’s rise on the international stage. Because 
stability is conducive to its economic interests, as in the case of broader Euro-Atlantic secu-
rity, China is in mixed alignment with the United States.

China’s trade interest is mainly driven by the potential of Arctic shipping that would 
take Chinese goods through the Baltics to Europe, but also may include overland shipping 
through Russia.21 When Xi launched the BRI in 2013, he specifically referenced the Baltics 
as a transportation corridor for Chinese global trade, and there are indications that Beijing 
is starting to explore this more seriously under its grand BRI plan.22 The most recent senior 
Chinese official visit to the Baltics, Premier Li Keqiang’s visit to Latvia in 2016 for the 16+1 
summit, included discussion on “transportation, logistics and infrastructure construction,” 
and in 2018 Li described it as an “important logistic hub.”23 There have been reports of Chi-

18  Scaparrotti, 2019. 
19  In 2017, for instance, the United States signed Defense Cooperation Agreements with Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania, and in 2019 it also signed Security Cooperation Roadmaps with these states. For more detail 
on security assistance, see U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Political-Military Affairs, “U.S. Security 
Cooperation with the Baltic States,” June 11, 2020. 
20  As one scholar recounted, 

In the late 1980s, when the Balts awakened to the possibility of regaining sovereignty, the PRC’s sympa-
thy was firmly on the Soviet side. Fearful that the Baltic struggle for independence might spur on simi-
lar movements among ethnic minorities in China, the Chinese leadership backed Gorbachev’s efforts to 
reestablish central rule. The Baltic republics’ independence . . . came as a surprise and an inconvenience. 
(Czeslaw Tubilewicz, Taiwan and Post-Communist Europe: Shopping for Allies, New York: Routledge, 
2007, p. 88)

21  Erik Brattberg, “Chinese Investments in the Baltic Sea Region,” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, February 2019.
22  Xi, 2013. For discussion of this during Jiang Zemin’s visit to the Baltics in 2002, see Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia, “Visit of President Jiang Zemin of the People’s Republic of China to 
Latvia,” March 24, 2004.
23  These comments were for Latvia, but similar comments have been made regarding Estonia and Lithu-
ania. For Latvia, see Hu Yongqi, “Premier Li: China Willing to Help Build Infrastructure Projects in Baltic 
Sea Area,” China Daily, November 5, 2016; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Li 
Keqiang Meets with Latvian Prime Minister Maris Kucinskis,” July 8, 2018c; For the others, see “Li Keqiang 
Meets with Prime Minister Taavi Roivas of Estonia,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of 
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nese interest and investment proposals for Rail Baltica, though nothing has formalized yet.24 
The economic component of the relationship is certainly the most talked about but in reality, 
economic ties are not at present vital to either side.25 Similarly, Chinese foreign direct invest-
ment is very limited, representing less than 1 percent of the three countries’ total in 2018 at 
roughly $120 million total.26 Although Chinese economic activities in the Baltics are not 
typically viewed as equivalent to Russia’s hostile influence efforts, they have met with oppo-
sition and concern by the United States and European countries, focused on “strategically 
motivated investment, massive state subsidies, forced technology transfer, and cyber-attacks 
and espionage.”27 Politically, China has sought to cultivate pro-China politicians and ensure 
that the Baltic states follow Beijing’s propaganda line on core issues such as Tibet and Tai-
wan.28 The main forum for engagement with the Baltics has been the so-called 17+1 frame-
work, China’s initiative to expand its cooperation between 17 Central and Eastern European 
countries. The limited nature of the relationship is evident in the fact that only one Chinese 
leader, Jiang Zemin, has ever visited (in 2002), and the last senior Chinese official to do so was 
Li Keqiang in 2016 to Latvia to attend the annual then-16+1 dialogue, but he skipped visiting 
Estonia and Lithuania. 

Without specific pressing interests at stake, Beijing’s interests and activities in the Baltics 
provide a useful window into the baseline agenda the CCP pursues around the world. These 
are well known but have come under the spotlight only recently in the Baltics through a com-
bination of investigative reporting and government reports: influence operations through 
political lobbying and soft power organizations (Confucius Institutes), coercive diplomatic 
pressure on domestic issues (hosting Dalai Lama or supporting Taiwan), and pushing Chi-
nese technology (Huawei 5G).29 The Latvian and Estonian security services both called out 

China, November 5, 2016b; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Li Keqiang Holds 
Talks with Prime Minister Algirdas Butkevicius of Lithuania and Prime Minister Robert Fico of Slovakia,” 
November 7, 2016c.
24  “Chinese Companies Interested in Rail Baltica Contracts,” Lithuania Tribune, January 13, 2016; “China’s 
Belt and Road Grip Reaches the Baltics,” Re:Baltica, September 16, 2019; Holger Roonemaa, “He Built an 
Empire from Angry Birds. Now He Wants to Go Underground—Literally,” Buzzfeed News, January 17, 2018.
25  In 2018, Lithuania was China’s 103rd largest trading partner (just below the Marshall Islands) at $2.1 bil-
lion, Latvia was number 117 (just above Zimbabwe) at $1.4 billion, and Estonia was number 120 (just above 
Syria) at $1.3 billion in 2018 (World Bank, “World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS),” undated).
26  “China’s Belt and Road Grip Reaches the Baltics,” 2019. For an overview, see Brattberg, 2019.
27  Brattberg, 2019.
28  “The Rough Face of China’s Soft Power in the Baltics,” Re:Baltica, September 5, 2019; Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “China Vows to Cement Parliamentary Exchanges with Nordic, 
Baltic Countries,” January 9, 2018a; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi Jin-
ping Holds Group Meeting with Speakers of Parliaments of the Nordic and Baltic Countries,” January 10, 
2018b.
29  For an in-depth series highlighting concerns with the relationship, see “The Rough Face of China’s Soft 
Power in the Baltics,” 2019; “Baltics Caught Between Superpowers in China’s 5G Battle,” Re:Baltica, Septem-
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Chinese activity along these lines in 2019 and 2020.30 These activities are intended to solidify 
(or rather, lock in) European support for China and enable it to shape (or rather, have veto 
power over) countries’ decisionmaking. For U.S.-China strategic competition, this means 
denying Washington the Baltics’ support for perceived opposition to Beijing’s rise.

Though the PRC has an interest in Baltic stability (as it does in stability in Europe more 
broadly), it has not taken a public stance on the issue. Rhetorically, China supports the Baltics 
integration into the EU and, at least in the past, into NATO.31 However, the Baltic region was 
not mentioned in China’s 2018 white paper on the European Union.32 And China’s military 
involvement with Russia, including its decision to join Russia for a joint naval exercise in the 
Baltic Sea in 2017, undermines earlier public messages of support for the Baltic states’ West-
ern strategic orientation.33 

Russian Equities
By contrast with China, Russia’s stakes in the region are high. Russia no longer considers the 
Baltic states as within its sphere of influence alongside other former Soviet republics, and 
largely acquiesced to their accession to NATO in 2002–2004.34 However, the Baltic countries 
were part of the former Soviet empire, share a border with Russia, and host considerable 

ber 10, 2019; “China’s Belt and Road Grip Reaches the Baltics,” 2019; Holger Roonemaa, “Huawei’s Backdoor 
in Estonia: Ex-Ministers Hired for Last Minute Lobby Efforts,” Re:Baltica, February 16, 2020.
30  Paul Goble, “Lithuania Adds China to List of Foreign Intelligence Threats,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, 
Vol. 16, No. 21, Jamestown Foundation, February 19, 2019a; Otto Tabuns, “Latvia and the Baltic States 
Seek Closer Coordination on Relations with China,” China Brief, Vol. 19, No. 12, Jamestown Foundation, 
June 26, 2019; Olevs Nikers, “Baltic Intelligence Agencies Increasingly Worry About Threats from China in 
Addition to Russia,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 41, Jamestown Foundation, March 30, 2020; Esto-
nian Foreign Intelligence Service, International Security and Estonia 2020, February 2020; “Foreign Min-
ister Rejects China Embassy Intelligence Service Criticisms,” ERR News, February 18, 2020; “Intelligence 
Warns of China’s Increasingly Aggressive Spying in Lithuania,” Baltic Times, February 5, 2019; “Baltics 
Caught Between Superpowers in China’s 5G Battle,” 2019.
31  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Latvia, 2004.
32  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 2018.
33  Julian Tucker and Mart Veliste, “China’s Mixed Message in the Baltic?” Institute for Security and Devel-
opment Policy, August 2017; Ulrich Kühn, Preventing Escalation in the Baltics: A NATO Playbook, Wash-
ington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2018. The participation in Russian exercises in 
the region may be driven by China’s status considerations as well as gaining operational experience far from 
the mainland, rather than a particular interest in the Baltics as such (Richard Weitz, “Assessing the Sino-
Russian Baltic Sea Drill,” China Brief, Vol. 17, No. 12, Jamestown Foundation, September 20, 2017).
34  Bryan Frederick, Matthew Povlock, Stephen Watts, Miranda Priebe, and Edward Geist, Assess-
ing Russian Reactions to U.S. and NATO Posture Enhancements, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corpora-
tion, RR-1879-AF, 2017, pp. 29–30; Andrew Radin and Clint Reach, Russian Views of the International 
Order, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-1826-OSD, 2017, p. 11; N. M. Mezhevich, “Россия и 
государства Прибалтики: Некоторые итоги и перспективы государственных отношений [Russia and 
the Baltic States: Results and Perspectives of State Relations],” Балтийский регион [Baltic Region], Vol. 2, 
No. 24, 2015, p. 13. 
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ethnic Russian and Russian-speaking populations.35 Crucially, as noted above, Russia’s only 
land access to its exclave of Kaliningrad, the headquarters of the Russian Navy’s Baltic Sea 
Fleet, is through a narrow land corridor separating Lithuania from Poland (the Suwalki Gap), 
and its vulnerability has been of growing concern to Russia.36 Although many of Russia’s 
interests in the Baltics are adverse to those of the United States, the two states are in mixed 
alignment because of a shared interest in reducing the risk of unintended conflict. 

Aspects of Russia’s interests in the Baltic states are mirror images of American objec-
tives.37 Where the United States aims to prevent Russian aggression, Russia seeks to limit the 
perceived risk of NATO aggression against Russia, facilitated by U.S. and NATO capabilities 
in these neighboring countries. Where the United States aims to prevent or counter Russian 
hostile measures below threshold of conflict triggering Article 5, Russia seeks to use such 
measures in to retain influence, destabilize, and advance narratives favored by the Krem-
lin. Some other dimensions of Russia’s interests concerning the region are not mirror images 
of American objectives: notably, Moscow’s often-declared interests in protecting Russians in 
the Baltics and avoiding unintended outbreak of a military conflict with NATO. 

Russia’s most important interest in the region is in preventing serious military threats 
from accumulating near its borders, which predominantly means the threat of NATO and 
U.S. military presence. Russia’s 2015 National Security Strategy calls NATO’s growing mil-
itary potential and placement of its military infrastructure near Russian borders a threat 
to national security. Russia’s Military Doctrine identifies “military infrastructure of NATO 
members in proximity to the borders of the Russian Federation” and the deployment of for-
eign military forces in any country bordering Russia as top “military dangers.”38 Russian 
leaders and experts have made it consistently and abundantly clear that they view the U.S. 
and NATO buildup in the Baltics as provocative, and view the official reasons for the buildup 
as pretextual.39 To be sure, some expressed fears of NATO attacks on Russia are almost cer-
tainly exaggerations for messaging effects.40 Nonetheless, the perceptions of threat emanat-
ing from U.S. and NATO presence in the Baltics are genuine to Russia. Although Moscow 
does not harbor many illusions about NATO abandoning the Baltic states, its interests lie 
in reducing NATO’s militarization of the region and undermining NATO’s commitment to 
these members. 

35  Russia and Estonia have an unratified border treaty, with Estonia claiming that some of Russia’s territo-
ries belong to it (“Estonia Has No Territorial Claims to Russia—President,” Tass, February 24, 2020).
36  Zellner et al., 2018. 
37  On the ambiguity of Russia’s interests in the region, see Kühn, 2018.
38  Government of Russia, 2010.
39  For an example of a Russian expert view, see Yuri Zverev and Nikolay Mezhevich, “Россия и Прибалтика: 
сценарии безопасности в условиях политической напряженности [Russia and the Baltics: Scenarios of 
Security in Conditions of Political Tensions],” Russian International Affairs Council, December 21, 2016.
40  For example, Rojansky, 2017.
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Moscow also consistently proclaims the goal of protecting Russians and Russian speakers 
“wherever they may be,” as former President Dmitry Medvedev put it, including by promoting 
the Russian language and culture.41 The Russian populations in Latvia and Estonia are not 
insignificant, in view of the small size of the total populations. Russia’s “compatriot” policy 
was established to advance those goals, and a government agency, Rossotrudnichestvo, car-
ries out that policy abroad, including in the Baltics. Some experts doubt that Russia’s declared 
objective to protect compatriots is an end in itself, and view it as instrumental to other ends—
notably, to retain influence over states that have formally escaped Russia’s orbit.42 Whether 
instrumental or not, Russia consistently raises the issue, vehemently criticizes Baltic govern-
ments for violating the rights of their Russian speakers, and exerts multiple tools of influence 
to target Russian speakers.43 

Notwithstanding generally poor relations with the Baltic countries, Russia retains eco-
nomic and business interests in the Baltics, owing to historical linkages. Historically, the 
Baltics served as transport routes of Russian products to Europe, and in the post–Cold War 
era they have served the same function for Western imports. Trade has declined since the 
early 2010s—in part because of the EU’s Ukraine-related sanctions and in part because of the 
Baltic states’ own efforts to diversify economic ties—and Russia itself has been working to 
decrease its reliance on the Baltic states.44 The Baltic states have been taking steps to reduce 
energy reliance on Russia, but Gazprom retains stakes in local gas companies.45 Nonetheless, 
Russia remains an important trade partner (more so for Latvia and Lithuania than Estonia) 
and has been a key provider of oil and natural gas to the region.46 And although steps are 
being taken to make Kaliningrad energy self-sufficient, Russia relies on Lithuania to supply 
Kaliningrad with power.47 Moreover, Russian business actors also have interests in Latvia and 
Estonia—infamously including corrupt interests (e.g., using the banking system for money 
laundering).48 Even with efforts to reduce mutual reliance, economic and business linkages 

41  Dmitry Medvedev, “Interview Given by Dmitry Medvedev to Television Channels Channel One, Rossia, 
NTV,” Kremlin, August 31, 2008.
42  Igor Zevelev, “Russia’s Policy Towards Compatriots in the Former Soviet Union,” Russia in Global 
Affairs, Vol. 6, No. 1, January–March 2008, p. 55.
43  For examples of such statements, see Anna Dolgov, “Russia Sees Need to Protect Russian Speakers in 
NATO Baltic States,” Moscow Times, September 16, 2014.
44  Emily Ferris, “Unplugging the Baltic States: Why Russia’s Economic Approach May Be Shifting,” Russia 
Matters, July 1, 2020. 
45  Mix, 2020, pp. 17–18.
46 Eurostat, “EU Imports of Energy Products—Recent Developments,” October 2020b, p. 9. 
47  Jo Harper, “Kaliningrad Gets Moscow Energy Boost as Baltic States Pull Plug,” Deutsche Welle, March 22, 
2019. 
48  Ferris, 2020. On business ties with Latvia, see Heather A. Conley, The Kremlin Playbook: Understanding 
Russian Influence in Central and Eastern Europe, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, October 13, 2016.



Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

70

ensure that Russia has reason to seek influence over decisionmaking in Riga, Tallinn, and 
Vilnius.49

Other Russian interests in the region cannot be reduced to security or economics, but may 
be described as symbolic. Adjunct to its view of itself as a great power, Russia is invested in 
perpetuating certain narratives regarding its history and role in the world. The Baltic coun-
tries resist and contradict Russia’s version of World War II, in which Soviet Russia liberated 
the Baltic states from the Nazis, causing numerous quarrels between the Baltic states and 
Russia. Baltic resistance to Russian historical narratives also undercuts Russia’s contempo-
rary claims to power and influence in the region, which are already eroded by the Baltic 
escape from Russia’s orbit. Russia is likewise invested in undermining the appeal of West-
ern institutions, values, and culture: Fomenting turmoil or division in the Baltic region and 
painting Baltic societies in an unflattering light, as Russian hostile measures are assessed to 
do, is intended to reveal the weakness or hypocrisy of Western institutions. Turmoil within 
Baltic countries would send a message both to the West, with the intention of sowing doubt 
about the commitment of Western institutions to such states, and to the other former Soviet 
republics, warning them about the consequences of straying too far westward.50 

Russia’s stakes in the region—in particular, the interest in limiting or countering U.S. and 
NATO military presence in the Baltics—are thus reasonably high. There has been a debate 
in recent years as to whether Russia’s interests would be served by an outright attack on the 
Baltic states. Some American and European experts believe that the prospect is at least plau-
sible because Russia has an interest in discrediting the robustness of NATO: Were Russia to 
test NATO’s collective-defense commitments—e.g., by acting swiftly and effect a fait accom-
pli before NATO could decide on and mobilize a response—the Baltic states are the most 
strategically vulnerable of the NATO members.51 However, recent RAND research concludes 
that the scenario is unlikely. For example, one analysis concludes that “There is little in the 
Russian public discourse to suggest that attacking the Baltic States would hold some strategic 
value,”52 and another concludes that such an attack “would not appear to come out of any 

49  Conley, 2016.
50  For instance, Russian experts emphasize the economic damage to the Baltic countries from reorienting 
against Russia (e.g., Zverev and Mezhevich, 2016).  
51  See, e.g., Ted Galen Carpenter, “Are the Baltic States Next?” National Interest, March 24, 2014; Shlapak 
and Johnson, 2016, p. 3.
52  Michael J. Mazarr, Arthur Chan, Alyssa Demus, Bryan Frederick, Alireza Nader, Stephanie Pezard, Julia 
A. Thompson, and Elina Treyger, What Deters and Why Exploring Requirements for Effective Deterrence of 
Interstate Aggression, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2451-A, 2018, pp. 58–59.
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existing vein of Russian strategic thinking.”53 Many well-known Russian analysts agree.54 
Importantly, Russia has not, to date, used or come close to using military force against a 
NATO member. 

While Russia’s interests are not likely to be well served by a military attack on the Baltics, 
“measures short of war,” “hostile measures,” or “subversion” are certainly a part of advancing 
all of the aforementioned interests in the region and generally supporting Russia’s influence 
within Baltic countries.55 At the same time, Russia has an interest in avoiding unintended 
escalation that might draw it into direct military conflict with NATO as a result of dynamics 
in the Baltic region. Like many of their European and American counterparts, Russian offi-
cials point to the need for regular military-to-military communication as a prerequisite for 
deescalation of tensions and prevention of incidents.56 And Russian officials have consistently 
claimed that Russia is interested in lowering tensions and thus opportunities for misunder-
standings over the Baltic air space.57 Although the full sincerity of its rhetorical positions are 
doubtful, Moscow understands very well that the balance of power is not in its favor.58 Just 
as it is unlikely that the Kremlin harbors serious intentions to advance its interests via inten-
tional aggression against any of the Baltic states, the prospect of being inadvertently drawn 
into a military exchange with NATO countries is something Russian leaders seek to avoid. 

Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, there is no space for cooperation with either China or Russia when it comes 
to the core U.S. security objectives in the Baltics. This is unsurprising in view of U.S. objectives 
of preventing Russian aggression and limiting Russia’s interference or influence activities. 
Although U.S. interests are not directly adverse to China’s, no cooperation with latter is likely 
because Beijing’s stakes in the Baltic region are low and focused on economic opportunities. 
Moreover, China would prefer to see U.S. and Western influence weakened in the Baltics, as 

53  Frederick et al., 2017, p. xiii. Other research agrees with this conclusion; see, for example, Christopher S. 
Chivvis, Raphael S. Cohen, Bryan Frederick, Daniel S. Hamilton, F. Stephen Larrabee, and Bonny Lin, 
NATO’s Northeastern Flank Emerging Opportunities for Engagement, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corpo-
ration, RR-1467-AF, 2017; Kühn 2018.
54  For example, Dmitri Trenin, “The Revival of the Russian Military,” Foreign Affairs, May/June 2016; 
Ruslan Pukhov, “Nasha Karta Afriki,” Vedomosti, July 15, 2016.
55  See, generally, Cohen and Radin, 2019; Radin, Demus, and Marcinek, 2020.
56  “НАТО навязывает нам схему обеспечения безопасности времен холодной войны [NATO Is 
Imposing on Us a Scheme for Security Provision from the Cold War Era],” 2019.
57  See, e.g., recent explanations by Sergey Belyaev, Director of the Foreign Ministry’s Second European 
Department, in “Сергей Беляев: Россия должна быть готова к ужесточению санкций после Brexit 
[Sergey Belyaev: Russia Should Be Prepared for Tougher Sanctions After Brexit],” RIA News, November 21, 
2019.
58  See, e.g., Rojansky, 2017.
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in Europe more broadly; therefore, China is likely to passively support Russian efforts in the 
region by contributing to anti-Western propaganda and gray zone activity of its own.

In contrast to China, both the United States and Russia consider the Baltics to be an area 
of high importance. And as with broader Euro-Atlantic security, we conclude that there is 
some trade space for cooperation with Russia stemming from the mutual interest in reducing 
the risks of unintended escalation, arising as a result of dynamics in this region—including 
the risks of potentially triggering collective defense under Article 5.59 We assess Russia’s will-
ingness to cooperate in this regard to be at the medium level. 

Reducing Risks of Unintended Conflict
The potential for escalation has grown over the past several years following the outbreak of 
conflict in Ukraine, as there has been a marked increase in military activity in the Baltic Sea 
and incursions into Baltic airspace on the part of Russia. Increased military activity includes 
military buildup by both sides—i.e., NATO’s eFP and Russia’s strengthening of its forces in 
the Western military district—and the scale of military exercises and increase in no-notice 
snap exercises by Russia.60 And it includes increased reconnaissance and patrol flights by 
both Russia and NATO members over the Baltic Sea (as well as the Black and Barents Seas).61 
NATO members have consistently called out and documented Russian violations of the 
Baltic states’ airspace for years, which combined with the “complexity of the environments 
. . . increases the risks of miscalculation and unintended escalation,” in the assessment of the 
European Leadership Network (ELN).62 Even if the risks of serious escalation remain low in 
an absolute sense, the dangers are significant enough that constituencies on both sides take 
them seriously.63

Given the overlapping interests in reducing these risks, there is potential trade space for 
cooperation along several related lines of effort between the United States and Russia. Nota-
bly, there is a theoretical possibility of pursuing CAC and CSBM measures on a subregional 

59  There are other, more general areas in which the United States and Russia could theoretically cooperate, 
such as counterterrorism—specifically through intelligence sharing regarding any transnational threats 
or foreign fighter flows—or border management and policing—since both Russia and the United States 
have separate agreements with Frontex (the European Border and Coast Guard agency) focused on fight-
ing transnational crime and threats. These issues do not manifest themselves strongly in the Baltics and are 
areas in which Russia and the United States have loosely cooperated, or at least not directly competed on, 
elsewhere in the world. Thus, we do not cover them in depth here. 
60  See Charap et al., 2020, p. 23.
61  Peter Suciu, “Russia Claims NATO Deploying More Troops on Border and Increasing Spy Flights,” 
National Interest, September 8, 2020.
62  Frear, 2018, p. 1.
63  See, e.g., Ivan Timofeev, “Russia and NATO in the Baltic,” Russian International Affairs Council, 
December 2, 2016.
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(rather than continent-wide) basis, and a more grounded possibility of developing deconflic-
tion mechanisms to assist with escalation management.

Subregional Conventional Arms Control and Confidence- and Security-Building 
Measures 
As we discuss in Chapter Three, the CAC regime and related CSBM measures have eroded 
significantly over the past decade or so. The potential for cooperating on updating and clos-
ing some of the loopholes in the Vienna Document discussed there would have particularly 
significant effects in the Baltics in view of military activities by Russia and NATO in close 
proximity in the region, in addition to promoting greater transparency and mitigating oper-
ational risk continent-wide.64 The obstacles to continent-wide CAC and CSBM measures 
however, have led some experts and international bodies to propose more narrowly tailored 
options limited to the Baltic region. For example, CFE-style provisions concerning limits on 
the presence of ground forces and enabling capabilities in the region might be beneficial to 
NATO as well as Russia—though constructing such provisions is no simple matter.65 Euro-
pean and Russian experts of the OSCE Network, an independent OSCE-affiliated Track II ini-
tiative, put forth a proposal to establish a “Baltic contact zone” composed of Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, and Belarus, as well as parts of Germany and the Western Military Dis-
trict of Russia.66 Within this zone, “The permanent and temporary deployment of armed 
forces as well as the size and character of military exercises would be limited . . . [and] all 
measures would be subject to a strict transparency regime.”67 The network of experts further 
suggest building on the Vienna Document to create “a much stricter transparency regime for 
the contact zones than we now have.”68 

It is challenging to identify evidence of Russia’s willingness to cooperate in this regard: 
Russian officials have proposed confidence- or security-enhancing steps focused on the 
Baltic region in the past, such as decreasing military exercise activities or suspending these 
altogether in “sensitive contact zones” of the Baltic and Black Sea regions or during the coro-
navirus pandemic.69 Although subregional arms control or CSBM proposals have not been 

64  See, for instance, “Russia Holds Military Exercises in Baltic in Response to NATO,” Reuters, June 12, 
2014. 
65  Engvall et al., 2018, p. 37. For example, U.S. and European experts have noted that such proposed restric-
tions under such sub-regional arrangement would likely “favor Russia because of its short supply lines and 
should therefore be rejected in their current form, but there is ample scope to explore new measures for 
limiting the size of military activities” (Dick Zandee, The Future of Arms Control and Confidence-Building 
Regimes, Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, November 28, 2019).
66  Zellner et al., 2018, p. 21.
67  Zellner et al., 2018.
68  Zellner et al., 2018, p. 23.
69  NATO appears to have doubted the sincerity or the meaningfulness of these proposals; nonetheless, 
such overtures should not be wholly ignored in evaluating Russia’s willingness to engage. See Igor Ivanko, 
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officially proposed or discussed to our knowledge, such measures should be considered to be 
at least theoretically located within the trade space for cooperation, if not very likely in the 
near term. 

Deconfliction and Escalation Management Mechanisms 
Despite the risks posed by Russia-NATO incidents in the air and on the seas, NATO does 
not currently have any communication channels that would allow for quick consultation and 
action between NATO and Russia in a crisis in the Baltics: The only mechanism for dis-
cussions of this variety has been meetings of the NATO-Russia Council, which are broad 
in nature, not geared toward responding to crises, and have grown even sparser following 
the Ukraine crisis.70 In this respect, the trade space for U.S.-Russia cooperation accommo-
dates bolstering deconfliction and deescalation mechanisms. Potential cooperative steps to 
enhance airspace and waterways deconfliction include several possibilities, some of which 
have been discussed in Track II dialogues.71 

First, the United States could work with NATO to “re-establish military-to-military crisis 
communications channels with the Russian General Staff at the working level.”72 As U.S. 
Air Forces in Europe Commander General Jeffrey Harrigian has suggested, a “direct line of 
communication between NATO air commanders and their Russian counterparts could be 
helpful in de-escalating tensions, especially when Russians fly too close to NATO aircraft 
and ships.”73 At present, as Harrigian explained in 2019, an incident between Russia and 
NATO must be relayed through EUCOM, which would then decide whether to address the 
issue through NATO, the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, or other channels. There are, according 
to Harrigian, “few opportunities to personally talk to someone to de-escalate a situation.”74 
Multiple experts have suggested that such a deconfliction channel could emulate the hotline 
established between CENTCOM and Russian forces in Syria—because “neither side [is] will-
ing to cease its military activities” in the Baltic (as well as Black Sea) region, and “yet evidently 

“Russia Scales Down Military Drills Near NATO Borders in 2020—Official,” Moscow Times, June 2, 2020; 
“НАТО навязывает нам схему обеспечения безопасности времен холодной войны [NATO Is Impos-
ing on Us a Scheme for Security Provision from the Cold War Era],” 2019; “На поле штаммы грохотали: 
В НАТО не расслышали предложения России отказаться от военных учений на время пандемии 
[NATO Did Not Hear Russian Proposal to Abstain from Exercises During the Pandemic],” Kommersant, 
No. 76, April 25, 2020.
70  Kühn, 2018.
71  For example, Łukasz Kulesa, Denitsa Raynova, and Thomas Frear, “Avoiding Hazardous Incidents in 
the Euro-Atlantic Area: Report on the Workshop on Avoidance of Hazardous Military Incidents Between 
NATO and Russia, Held in Brussels, 21–22 September 2016,” European Leadership Network, October 2016. 
72  Kühn, 2018. As noted above, this kind of communication channel is consistent with the NDAA restric-
tions on military-to-military dialogue with Russia.
73  John A. Tirpak, “USAFE Eyeing NATO-Russia Hotline to Deconflict Air Tensions,” Air Force Magazine, 
September 24, 2019. 
74  Tirpak, 2019.
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not interested in an outright collision.”75 Although U.S.-Russia deconfliction efforts in Syria 
are not an unqualified success, they are viewed as reasonably successful by experts and have 
thus far proven effective in avoiding larger-scale escalation.76

Second, cooperative initiatives can take the form of updating the “patchwork of bilateral 
agreements between NATO member states and Russia that aim to manage military-military 
encounters in international airspace and on the high seas.”77 In particular, the European 
Leadership Network has called for the need to revise these to “account [for] changing tech-
nology and operational methods,” and to include states that are currently uncovered by such 
agreements.78 Some NATO and European states have not participated in any agreements or 
mechanisms designed to control dangerous incidents: For example, many states have not 
published their principles of due regard, or the “national regulations detailing the expected 
behaviour of state aircraft when in close proximity to civilian aircraft.”79 Many NATO 
members have no agreements with Russia, and NATO itself has no multilateral agreements 
on preventing dangerous military incidents with Russia (or the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization).80 

Cooperation may be possible to fill these gaps. For example, the United States could facili-
tate the establishment of a NATO-Russia version of the U.S.-Russia Agreement on the Pre-
vention of Incidents on and over the High Seas (INCSEA) and the Agreement on the Preven-
tion of Dangerous Military Activities (DMA). The INCSEA and DMA are Cold War–era 
bilateral agreements “designed to regulate military forces operating in close proximity so as 
to reduce the risk of accidents and miscalculations.”81 These agreements also provide regular 
military-to-military communications channels.82 Some NATO members also have arrange-
ments with Russia similar to the INCSEA, but Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and Poland do 
not.83 Though U.S. naval experts broadly agree that the INCSEA—which was adopted in 1972 
when Russia was still the Soviet Union—is valuable and necessary, they have called for updat-
ing the contents of the agreement in order to better reflect current capabilities on both sides 
and increase Russian buy-in and compliance with the document.84 Experts have pointed to 

75  Rumer Trenin, and Weiss, 2018. 
76  Interview with U.S. military officer/former CFE inspector, August 4, 2020; Weiss and Ng, 2019; Rumer, 
Trenin, and Weiss, 2018.
77  Frear, 2018, p. 6.
78  Frear, 2018, p. 6.
79  Frear, 2018, p. 2.
80  Frear, 2018, p. 5; Simon Saradzhyan, “What Stops US and Russia from Stumbling into War?” Russia Mat-
ters, January 9, 2020.
81  Kühn, 2018.
82  Kühn, 2018.
83  Kühn, 2018.
84  Rachael Gosnell, “It’s Time to Update INCSEA,” U.S. Naval Institute Blog, September 23, 2016.
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the Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea—which addresses incidents in the Asian Pacific 
and includes both the United States and Russia as signatories—as a potential model for the 
updated INCSEA.85 The DMA has been relatively underutilized, with the U.S.-Russia con-
sultation commission reportedly only convening twice since the adoption of the agreement 
in 1989; however, it remains an available basis for broadening and updating deconfliction 
efforts, or a model for similar provisions to govern military behavior in border or other sensi-
tive areas.86 Some experts believe the best course of action would be to pursue an agreement 
between NATO as a whole and Russia rather than individual bilateral agreements between 
the regional actors and Russia, whereas other experts have suggested that the United States 
should primarily focus on encouraging the Baltic states and Poland to “conclude individual 
incident prevention mechanisms with Moscow.”87 Another argument for opting for a broader 
NATO-Russia agreement on deconfliction mechanisms specific to the air domain is that 
there are several NATO members—not including the Baltic states themselves—that deploy 
pilots and aircraft on a rotational basis to conduct the Baltic Air Policing mission. Specific 
format aside, it is clear that pursuing expanded or additional deconfliction arrangements 
would be prudent and beneficial for both the United States and Russia. 

Russia has previously demonstrated a mixed willingness to negotiate and cooperate in the 
deconfliction space, beyond its rhetorical declarations noted above. For example, as part of 
voluntary military transparency to reduce civil-military incidents, Russia is among the ten 
European states that have published principles of due regard.88 The history of the U.S.-Russia 
INCSEA provides some evidence of past and continuing cooperation: U.S.-Russia INCSEA 
review meetings have been held on an annual basis, and deconfliction through INCSEA 
channels appears to have been fairly successful to date, with dangerous encounters between 
the two militaries addressed through the communication and redress channels.89 Russia has 
reportedly made proposals to reduce dangerous incidents in the Baltics: For example, at a 
2016 NATO-Russia Council meeting, Russian diplomats proposed a plan to require Russian 
and all other planes flying over the Baltic Sea to switch on their transponders, which enables 
aviation authorities to track flights.90 This plan was reportedly adopted as of 2017,91 although 
the degree of Russian compliance is in some dispute, with Estonian officials, for example, 

85  “Document: Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea,” USNI News, August 22, 2016. 
86  For such an argument, see Rogov, Thomson, and Vershbow, 2020. 
87  Kühn, 2018.
88  “This constitutes a significant step in terms of voluntary military transparency, as states are under no 
legal obligation to broadcast these principles. ICAO [International Civil Aviation Organization] subse-
quently published the due regard principles of 10 states” (Frear, 2018, p. 2).
89 Interview with U.S. military officer/former CFE inspector, phone, August 4, 2020; Frear, 2018, p. 6.
90  Saradzhyan 2020, citing Michael Birnbaum, “Russia Offers Plan to Improve Air Safety over Baltics,” 
Washington Post, July 13, 2016. 
91  Karolina Prokopovic, “NATO, Russia Agree on Transponders Use on Flights over Baltics,” Aviation 
Voice, February 8, 2017. 
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denying that Russian military aircraft turn their transponders on more often.92 Russian offi-
cials have also made proposals to decrease or suspend exercises in sensitive contact zones.93 
During the COVID-19 crisis, Russia decided to suspend all exercises in its Western military 
district and along NATO borders in response to NATO canceling a large-scale exercise of its 
own because of pandemic-related concerns.94 The COVID-19 crisis represents an extreme 
circumstance, but it does suggest that there may be room in future to negotiate on risk man-
agement measures.

Some of Russia’s statements and proposals certainly have elements of propaganda in ser-
vice of Russia’s narrative that portrays itself as cooperative and NATO as less so. Moreover, 
Russia has also demonstrated a willingness to violate some agreed-upon norms and engage in 
intentional brinksmanship in the Baltic region, such as using aggressive intercepts as a form 
of area denial.95 This has justifiably made the United States and its allies skeptical about Mos-
cow’s interest in deconfliction. Russia’s brinksmanship vis-à-vis NATO in the Baltic air space 
since the Ukraine crisis may suggest that Russia is intentionally courting conflict. However, 
that is likely not the best explanation for Russian behavior. There is no indication that Russia 
is seriously seeking to create a pretext for its own overt military actions (or a military response 
from NATO) with its violations of the Baltics’ airspace. Moscow understands very well that 
the balance of power is not in its favor.96 It is much more likely that, as several experts con-
clude, brinksmanship over past several years was intended to demonstrate to NATO the con-
sequences of supporting troublesome members such as the Baltic states or Poland—via what 
RAND’s Samuel Charap describes as “compellence” and “coercive bargaining.”97 Although 

92  For example, in March 2020, Russian Deputy Defense Minister Alexander Fomin stated that “Russian 
military planes now fly missions over the Baltic Sea with transponders turned on” (“Russia in Review,” 
Russia Matters, March 20–27, 2020). By contrast, in December 2019, Estonian Defense Forces officials con-
veyed a different impression (“Russian Military Flights in Baltic Have Not Become Safer, Estonia Evaluates,” 
BNN, December 27, 2019).
93  “НАТО навязывает нам схему обеспечения безопасности времен холодной войны [NATO Is 
Imposing on Us a Scheme for Security Provision from the Cold War Era],” 2019; Ivanko, 2020; “На поле 
штаммы грохотали: В НАТО не расслышали предложения России отказаться от военных учений 
на время пандемии [NATO Did Not Hear Russian Proposal to Abstain from Exercises During the Pan-
demic],” 2020.
94  Jake Rudnitsky, “Russia Halts War Games on NATO Borders to Fight Coronavirus,” Bloomberg, 
March 23, 2020.
95  For example, “NATO Says Russian Su-27 Escort Jets Had No Flight Plans, Turned off Transponders,” 
Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, August 14, 2019; “Russian Aircraft Violates Airspace of NATO Member 
Estonia,” ABC News, September 24, 2019. 
96  See, e.g., Rojansky, 2017.
97 See Samuel Charap, “Russia’s Use of Military Force as a Foreign Policy Tool: Is There a Logic?” PONARS 
Eurasia, October 2016; also see Keir Giles, “Russian High Seas Brinkmanship Echoes Cold War,” Chatham 
House, April 15, 2016. 
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Russia’s own actions raise the probability of escalation, it is nonetheless highly probable that 
Russia does not wish to become embroiled in a direct military confrontation with NATO.98 

Table 4.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

TABLE 4.1

Interest in Cooperation on Baltic Security

 China Russia

How important is the issue area Low High

Space for cooperation

Rhetorical alignment Mixed Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate N/A Medium

Obstacles
Multiple obstacles, many of which echo those facing broader Euro-Atlantic security, also 
complicate cooperative opportunities in the Baltics.

First, progress in implementing additional CSBMs or CAC agreements is obstructed by 
mutual distrust.99 There is a particular wariness surrounding the Baltic theater. The United 
States is postured as though Russia is intent on invading the Baltics. And Russia, concerned 
by the ever-expanding NATO presence in the Baltics, reinforces U.S. and NATO percep-
tions: Russia repeatedly engages in brinkmanship in the Baltic airspace, and it has demon-
strated noncompliance with or at least evasion of the spirit of the Open Skies Treaty in the 
Baltic region (especially over or in the vicinity of Kaliningrad). Accordingly, NATO has thus 
far dismissed any Russian initiatives.100 Given these dynamics, the prospects of good-faith, 
meaningful negotiations are not overwhelming. Although the deconfliction mechanisms 
discussed above may be more viable than substantive steps in the CAC or CSBM space, they 
are still subject to these complicating factors.

98  A number of prominent Western and Russian expert analysts converge on this conclusion. For example, 
Engvall et al., 2018, p. 38; Kühn, 2018, p. 15; Frear, 2018, p. 5; Timofeev, 2016; Zeverev and Mezhevich, 2016, 
p. 20.
99  Margarete Klein and Claudia Major, “Perspectives for NATO-Russia Relations: Forms of Confrontation 
Dominate—but Dialogue Not Excluded,” Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP Comments 49, Novem-
ber 2015. 
100 Russian officials claim that they have been stonewalled by NATO in response to proposals to curtail 
exercises, while NATO denies receiving such proposals (Ivanko, 2020; “На поле штаммы грохотали: 
В НАТО не расслышали предложения России отказаться от военных учений на время пандемии 
[NATO Did Not Hear Russian Proposal to Abstain from Exercises During the Pandemic],” 2020).
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Second, cooperation over the Baltics is further complicated by the involvement of a mul-
tiplicity of third-party stakeholders with divergent interests and perceptions. The Baltic 
states view Russian aggression on their borders, airspace, and in the Baltic Sea as an existen-
tial threat. Poland and other Eastern Flank states also view Russia as a severe or even exis-
tential threat. The United States and NATO more broadly, while recognizing the threat that 
Russia poses to its neighbors in the region, do not share the same level of urgency. Therefore, 
while the United States may be willing to bargain with Russia on deconfliction mechanisms 
with the goal of reducing overall risk in the area, any sort of cooperation with Russia may 
cause the Baltic states and others in the region to feel less secure. This dynamic is reflected in 
the Baltics’ and Poland’s desire to increase NATO presence in the region as much as possible, 
with the idea that the stronger the force is in the region, the less likely Russia is to invade; 
on the flip side, NATO as a whole is concerned that a permanent presence or an increased 
presence would provoke further escalation with Russia in the region. In short, it is difficult 
to arrive at a consensus among the various actors on the best course of action and acceptable 
level of cooperation with Russia, given the different perceptions of threat and different equi-
ties involved.101 

Third, despite the increasing potential for unintentional escalation in the Baltics, there 
is a perceived lack of urgency to address these issues on both the U.S. and Russian sides. 
Russia currently benefits from the military imbalance in the region in its favor, and is thus 
unlikely to seek cooperation with the United States on CAC measures in the Baltics, unless it 
believes it can extract concessions from the United States and NATO on their force posture 
and capabilities on the broader European continent (where the balance of forces favors the 
United States and NATO). As noted with respect to continent-wide risk-reduction measures, 
lack of urgency is also felt at the operational levels, as de facto deconfliction already happens 
routinely without explicit agreements.102 As one U.S. official observed, although the Syria 
deconfliction model may be adapted to the European setting, there is no comparably intense 
motivation to set up such a channel in absence of actual combat.103

Fourth, as explained in Chapter Three, Russia has linked negotiations on traditional 
instruments for CAC and CSBMs to the broader state of political and military relations 
between the West and Russia. Although proposals limited to the subregional level have not 
been the focus of official attention, it is likely that it would be difficult to make progress 
in one specific geographic region or on one issue without addressing issues in the broader 
relationship. 

101  As one U.S. Air Force officer observed, the United States and Russia may also differ on their preferences 
for which third parties should be included in an arrangement: The United States may prefer NATO-wide 
agreements, but Russia may prefer to enter into more bilateral agreements so it can negotiate more favorable 
terms with relatively weaker counterparts (interview with U.S. Air Force officer, phone, June 26, 2020).
102 Interview with U.S. Air Force officer, phone, June 26, 2020.
103 Interview with U.S. military officer/former CFE inspector, phone, August 4, 2020. 
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Finally, the same legal constraints previously noted—the FY15 NDAA limitation on 
bilateral military-to-military cooperation between Russia and the United States—may com-
plicate efforts. 

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation

Apart from their direct effects, the potential avenues for cooperation with Russia on this issue 
area could be expected to have some second-order effects that echo those addressed in the 
context of broader Euro-Atlantic security. First, since China’s interests in the Baltics are very 
cursory and China has low stakes in the region, U.S. efforts to cooperate with Russia in the 
Baltics likely would have little effect on either country’s relationships with China. Second, 
cooperation with Russia in the Baltics, even if limited in nature, could help boost the chances 
of successful negotiations on more fraught issues and with respect to other parts of Europe 
with broadly similar risks (i.e., Black Sea, Eastern Mediterranean Sea).104 Any such positive 
externalities, however, would have to be balanced against the potential negatives. Notably, 
the difference in threat perceptions among U.S. allies and partners would cause some states 
to view any agreements between the United States and Russia as being detrimental to their 
security. The Baltic countries view Russia as a much more immediate, and greater, threat 
and prefer a heavier thumb on the deterrence side of the scale; thus, the United States risks 
creating a perception of weakening support for these countries even with regard to the more 
modest cooperative steps. 

Conclusion

The trade space for cooperation in the Baltics is narrow, stemming entirely from the United 
States and Russia’s mutual interests in avoiding unintended hostilities and escalation. China 
has virtually no role to play in determining the trade space or affecting the net assessment 
of whether particular cooperation avenues advance U.S. interests on balance. Of the two sets 
of measures within the trade space we identified, deconfliction and deescalation measures 
appear more plausible than subregional CAC agreements or CSBMs modeled on the histori-
cal broader European agreements (i.e., CFE, the Vienna Document). Although obstacles sig-
nificantly complicate progress even on the least ambitious of these measures, they are not 
insuperable: Obstacles such as distrust and urgency deficits, as well as issue linkages, may 
be overcome with sufficient political will on both sides. Moreover, the multiplicity of parties 
with stakes in the issue need not translate into a large set of veto players: For many deconflic-
tion measures, bilateral U.S.-Russia arrangements and arrangements with a handful of states 
whose planes and ships Russia is most likely to encounter in the European space would be 

104 See, e.g., Timofeev, 2016.
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most consequential.105 In sum, even if modest, the possibilities for cooperation within this 
issue area should not be overlooked. U.S. decisionmakers must take into account both posi-
tive and negative second-order effects—and in particular, seek to allay the concerns of the 
Baltic states themselves as well as other allies less amenable to cooperative approaches to risk 
reduction. 

105 Interview with U.S. Air Force officer, phone, June 26, 2020.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Balkan Security and Strategic Orientation

The Balkans as a region faces myriad sources of instability and security challenges and has 
emerged as a theater where multiple countries are vying for power and influence.1 While 
the set of issues material to determining Balkan stability and security is large and diverse, 
this chapter focuses on salient challenges, including the unresolved legacies of the Yugoslav 
wars—notably, the future of relations between Serbia and Kosovo—and the integration of 
Balkan countries into NATO and the EU. At present, the region contains NATO and non-
NATO countries as well as EU and non-EU members; thus, although official pronounce-
ments identify the Balkans as important to U.S. interests and the United States conducts 
many bilateral engagements with NATO members in the region, the United States has his-
torically deferred to European powers to take the lead on confronting Balkan security and 
political challenges. However, the United States may soon be assuming a more active role 
with regard to some of these issues, as we elaborate on below. The Balkans have also emerged 
as an arena for competition with both Russia and China, with these powers generally assessed 
as having influence out of proportion to their material contributions to the region.2 

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian equities or interests with 
regard to Balkan security and the strategic orientation of Balkan countries—focusing on 
Serbia and Kosovo since they are the two states where U.S., Russian, and Chinese equities 
most directly intersect. Next, we identify specific avenues of cooperation in the narrow space 
where U.S. and Russian interests are aligned, consider the evidence that Russia is or could be 
willing to cooperate along these avenues, and identify obstacles to actualizing cooperation. 
Finally, we identify salient potential second-order effects of pursuing cooperation within the 
viable trade space.

1  For purposes of this report, we view the Balkans as being composed of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, and Serbia.
2  See Giorgio Fruscione and Paolo Magri, The Balkans: Old, New Instabilities, Milan: Italian Institute for 
Inter national Political Studies, 2020, p. 7.
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Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities 
Since the end of the Cold War, stabilizing the Balkans has figured prominently in the vision 
of a Europe “whole and free . . . and at peace with itself.”3 U.S. strategic and policy documents 
have consistently acknowledged the security challenges stemming from regional dynamics.4 
Broadly speaking, U.S. interests in the region revolve around the related goals of constrain-
ing or resolving potentially destabilizing conflicts and integrating the region into Western 
institutions. Moreover, although many threats to regional stability and integration into West-
ern institutions are internally driven, Russian malign influence exploits and magnifies these 
threats, which gives the U.S. and NATO allies an interest in countering Russian influence in 
the region.5 Russian malign influence has been of greater concern, but the United States has 
also expressed concerned about Chinese involvement in the region.6 

The United States has upheld a state of national emergency concerning the Western Bal-
kans since 2001: A 2021 continuation of Executive Order 13219 (Blocking Property of Per-
sons Who Threaten International Stabilization Efforts in the Western Balkans, 2001) calls out 
“extremist violence” and obstructions of regional conflict resolution agreements (namely, 
the Dayton Accords in Bosnia, United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1244 
in Kosovo, and the Ohrid Framework Agreement of 2001 relating to the Republic of North 
Macedonia) as “hostile to United States interests and . . . [an] extraordinary threat to the 
national security and foreign policy of the United States.”7 Despite the rhetorical recognition 
of threats, the United States has in recent years had “little sustained high-level engagement 
[with the Balkans] and relied on the Europeans to advance the region.”8 In this supporting 
role, U.S. engagement has primarily consisted of encouraging membership of select states 
into NATO and the EU; championing states’ rights to territorial integrity; promoting democ-
racy, good governance, and adherence to other Western values; and strengthening bilateral 
security cooperation with individual states. Despite its less active role, the United States has 

3  George Bush, “A Europe Whole and Free,” U.S. Department of State, May 31, 1989. 
4  For example, U.S. Department of Defense, Quadrennial Defense Review 2014, Washington, D.C., 2014, 
pp. 5–6.
5  Todd South, “Top General Says Balkans, Not Baltics the Most Vulnerable to Russian Influence,” Army 
Times, March 8, 2018. 
6  Philip T. Reeker and Lea Gabrielle, “Press Briefing with Ambassador Philip Reeker and U.S. Special 
Envoy Lea Gabrielle,” U.S. Department of State, May 6, 2020. 
7  Joseph R. Biden, Jr., “Letter to the Speaker of the House of Representatives and the President of the Senate 
on the Continuation of the National Emergency with Respect to the Western Balkans,” June 8, 2021; see 
also John Vandiver, “EUCOM Chief: ‘We Are Not Keeping Pace’ with Russia in Balkans, Arctic,” Stars and 
Stripes, March 8, 2018.
8  Thomas E. Graham, Jonathan E. Levitsky, Cameron P. Munter, and Frank G. Wisner, “Time for Action 
in the Western Balkans: Policy Prescriptions for American Diplomacy,” National Committee on American 
Foreign Policy, May 2018. 



Balkan Security and Strategic Orientation

85

had an enduring interest in promoting regional stability in the Balkans—in part to avoid 
entanglement in a potential armed conflict between NATO and non-NATO states—and the 
region’s integration into Western institutions.9 

Balkan security over the coming decade hinges on a range of factors, including Greece–
North Macedonia relations, continued Serbia-Kosovo gridlock, escalating tensions between 
Serbia and Montenegro over the Orthodox Church,10 and Bosnia’s ethnoreligious divisions, 
all of which maybe destabilized by Russia’s increasing interference designed to divide and 
undermine the West. Although the U.S. interest in regional security encompasses other con-
flicts and sources of tensions, here we focus on the most high-profile of these conflicts: the 
ongoing Serbia-Kosovo conflict. The Serbia-Kosovo conflict is a persisting threat to regional 
stability—in part because the NATO Mission in Kosovo, known as Kosovo Force (KFOR), 
is still active. An escalation in tensions between one of the NATO states in the region and 
Serbia, a non-NATO state, raises the possibility of direct NATO involvement in a regional 
conflict.11 If such escalation prompted a direct attack or spillover of the conflict into a NATO 
member state, the United States may be called on to defend its allies under Article 5. The 
conflict is also closely linked to Serbia’s prospects of joining the EU, therefore implicating 
the other U.S. interest in integrating the Balkans into NATO and the EU; currently, Serbia-
Kosovo gridlock is the primary obstacle to both countries gaining EU membership and fully 
integrating into Euro-Atlantic institutions. 

In contrast to its relative retrenchment from the rest of the region, the United States has 
remained consistently engaged in Kosovo since the 1990s conflict. Kosovo continues to be 

9  To date, the Balkans as a whole have made little headway on integration into the EU; so far, only Bul-
garia, Romania, and Croatia have been granted EU membership, and most of the Western Balkans have not 
even begun accession negotiations. Albania, the Republic of North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia are 
official candidates, but progress has been slow because of persisting issues with rule of law, corruption, and 
freedom of expression and the media. (See European Commission, “European Neighbourhood Policy and 
Enlargement: Montenegro,” webpage, undated-b; Velina Lilyanova, “Montenegro: A Lead Candidate for EU 
Accession,” European Parliamentary Research Service, September 2018; European Parliament, “Fact Sheets 
on the European Union: The Western Balkans,” webpage, undated-a.)
10  The ongoing dispute between Montenegro and Serbia over legislation (the law on Religious Freedom) 
that effectively strips the right of property ownership from the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro 
has the potential to spark further instability and violence between Serbia and Montenegro. This dispute 
is unlikely to result in large-scale armed conflict, but it has already provoked violent protests and clashes 
between opposing sides; this instability could afford Russia with yet another means of increasing its influ-
ence and destabilizing Montenegro (a NATO ally). Russia has already voiced support for the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church, its primary vector of influence in Montenegro. Although as of 2021 there does not seem to be 
an opportunity for U.S. intervention on this issue, the United States should nevertheless monitor the situa-
tion, as it is presents another potential flashpoint for conflict in the region.
11  Simmering political tensions have been a driving force behind military acquisitions in the Western 
Balkans—as evidenced by the recent spate of air acquisitions (e.g., Mistral missiles and MiG-29s) by Balkan 
nations. Resolving some of these issues would in turn reduce the need for Balkan countries to engage in 
arms racing, which would further contribute to stabilizing the region. (See Jaroslaw Adamowski, “Balkan 
Countries Boost Their Air Defense Capabilities, Albeit for Different Reasons,” Defense News, August 5, 
2019.)
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the closest U.S. ally in the region; the United States has been at the helm of KFOR since its 
inception in 1999 and continues to champion Kosovo’s territorial integrity and sovereignty.12 
U.S. support for Kosovo entails an interest in resolving its long-standing conflict with Serbia, 
which continues to view Kosovo as a part of Serbia that illegally declared its independence 
in 2008. The U.S. Department of State emphasizes the importance of U.S. support for “a 
multiethnic, democratic Kosovo, fully integrated into the international community,” which 
“remains a key pillar of U.S. efforts to stabilize the Balkan region and ensure a Europe that is 
strong and free.”13 The resolution of the Serbia-Kosovo conflict would not only advance U.S. 
interests in regional stability but would also “decrease Serbia’s dependency on Russia and 
with it, Russia’s leverage, as well as further consolidate Serbia on a trajectory of European 
integration, if not NATO integration.”14

Accordingly, the United States provides Kosovo with foreign assistance that prioritizes 
“the full implementation of international agreements to normalize Kosovo-Serbia relations 
and works to build transparent and responsive government institutions.”15 Beyond KFOR, 
the United States also engages in security cooperation activities with Kosovo through the 
State Partnership Program with the Iowa National Guard, long considered to be one of the 
most effective partnerships within the program.16 The U.S. Special Presidential Envoy for 
Serbia and Kosovo Peace Negotiations and a Special Representative for the Western Balkans 
is therefore “focused on encouraging Kosovo and Serbia to accelerate efforts to reach a nor-
malization agreement, ideally centered on mutual recognition, which would benefit citizens 
of Kosovo and Serbia, contribute to regional stability, and enable both countries to realize 
their full potential and further integrate into the West.”17 As part of that effort, the United 
States has focused an increasing amount of attention on strengthening its security relation-
ship with Serbia, though U.S. efforts continue to be constrained by lingering tensions over 
historical events, as NATO’s legacy in Serbia is defined and marred by the bombings of Yugo-
slavia conducted as part of NATO’s 1999 Operation Allied Force. 

U.S. engagement with Serbia is also driven by the objective of countering Russian, and to 
a lesser extent Chinese, influence: As the rest of the Balkan states have more clearly aligned 
themselves with the West through joining or striving to join NATO and the EU, Serbia has 
become the most overt theater of competition between the United States and Russia (and, to 

12  North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “NATO’S Role in Kosovo,” webpage, May 26, 2020b.
13  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, “U.S. Relations with Kosovo,” Octo-
ber 31, 2019b.
14  Filip Vojvodic-Medic, “How to Downsize Russia in the Balkans,” German Marshall Fund of the United 
States, February 21, 2018. 
15  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, 2019b. 
16  Jim Greenhill, “Iowa, Kosovo a Model National Guard State Partnership Program Relationship,” 
National Guard Bureau, November 25, 2015.
17  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, 2019c.
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a lesser extent, China).18 Under Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić, this trend seems to be 
slowly reversing, and relations between the United States and Serbia have markedly, if quietly, 
improved, even as Serbia opportunistically maintains its relations with Russia and China.19 
According to the State Department, 

The United States wants Serbia to be part of a stable Balkan region, and we pursue this 
by supporting Serbia’s integration into European institutions, helping normalize Serbia’s 
relations with Kosovo, strengthening the rule of law, partnering on security issues, and 
promoting economic growth.20

Chinese Equities
The Balkans represent another avenue for China’s broader ambitions in Europe, with China 
viewing the Balkan states as international friends to support its rise. Overall, China has low 
stakes in the Balkans, and its objectives are in mixed rhetorical alignment with those of the 
United States. Ultimately, Beijing’s actions in the region are intended to build and solidify the 
Balkans’ support and thereby deny the United States global support for its perceived cam-
paign of containment.

China has not historically been very involved in the region, but increased engagement 
since the 2010s has now positioned Beijing as a player there. China’s interests in the Balkans 
mainly relate to economics and garnering support for China’s rise. The Balkans, similar to 
the Baltics, provide another transit corridor for Chinese trade with Europe. As one U.S. ana-
lyst asserted, “Chinese leaders view the Western Balkans as a key door to Europe’s broader 
market, and Serbia as the geographic and strategic heart of this critical region.”21 Indeed, 
when Xi visited Serbia in 2016, the first visit to the Balkans by a Chinese leader, he called for 
both sides to “make persistent efforts to steadily push forward cooperation in major transpor-
tation infrastructure projects” under the BRI framework.22 The Balkans’ weak governance is 

18  Some critics have claimed the United States has a tendency to treat Serbia as though it is “Little Russia” 
or “the authoritarian, chauvinist Serbia of 1999,” and that this approach has hampered otherwise posi-
tive progress in U.S.-Serbia relations. See, for instance, Vuk Vuksanovic, “Serbs Are Not ‘Little Russians,’” 
American Interest, July 26, 2018.
19  Jelena Milic, “Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić Is Navigating a Highway to Uncertainty,” National 
Interest, April 5, 2020b; Jelena Milic, “China Is Not Replacing the West in Serbia,” The Diplomat, April 3, 
2020a. 
20  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, 2019c. U.S. efforts to improve secu-
rity cooperation with Serbia have primarily fallen under the auspices of NATO’s Partnership for Peace 
program and Individual Partnership Action Plan, as well as the State Partnership Program with the Ohio 
National Guard.
21  David Shullman, “China’s Growing Influence in the Western Balkans,” testimony to U.S. Senate Com-
mittee on Armed Services, September 17, 2019. 
22  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi Jinping Meets with Prime Minis-
ter Aleksandar Vučić of Serbia,” June 18, 2016a. Reflecting this push, one of the highest-profile Chinese 
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a factor in China’s calculus, because it creates “fertile soil . . . on which BRI and Chinese state-
owned companies can easily put down roots.”23 

China’s direct economic stake in the Balkans, however, is relatively minimal. China’s 
bilateral trade with all Balkan countries totaled $13 billion in 2018, representing less than 
0.5 percent of China’s total trade with the world.24 Total trade volume is also driven largely 
by Romania, China’s largest trading partner in the region (ranked 67th-biggest for bilateral 
trade volume for China), and Bulgaria, China’s 90th-biggest trading partner. Serbia ranked 
number 130 at $953 million, though Chinese investment totaled $4.2 billion over 2014–2019, 
along with another $6 billion in construction contracts since 2010.25

Politically, Beijing seeks to generate support for its rise in the Balkans. This includes legit-
imizing its authoritarian model of government, shaping European policies when possible, 
and creating support for Chinese policies in international forums.26 As one U.S. expert testi-
fied to Congress on the Balkans, “The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is amassing poten-
tial political leverage and bolstering China-friendly illiberal leaders, threatening to under-
mine democratic development and pulling countries away from the United States and the 
European Union (EU).”27 China’s relationship with Serbia is perhaps the best example of this 
approach.28 As Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić has slowed Belgrade’s embrace of the EU 

investments in the Balkans is the $3 billion Belgrade-Budapest railway, touted as a signature project of the 
16+1 framework; however, in reality it was a loan, not pure commercial investment, and researchers have 
concluded that the project “has made remarkably little progress since it was first agreed upon” in 2013 (Matt 
Ferchen, “Hungary-Serbia Railway Case Study and International Comparisons,” in Matt Ferchen, Frank 
N. Pieke, Frans-Paul van der Putten, Tianmu Hong and Jurriaan de Blécourt, eds., Assessing China’s Influ-
ence in Europe Through Investments in Technology and Infrastructure: Four Cases, Leiden, Netherlands: 
Leiden Asia Centre, December 2018). Also see Agatha Kratz and Dragan Pavlićević, “Belgrade-Budapest via 
Beijing: A Case Study of Chinese Investment in Europe,” European Council on Foreign Relations, Novem-
ber 21. For other infrastructure projects under scrutiny, see Madalin Necsutu, “Romania Cancels Deal with 
China to Build Nuclear Reactors,” Balkan Insight, May 27, 2020; and Samir Kajosevic, “Montenegrin High-
way to Serbia Faces Fresh Funding Doubts,” Balkan Insight, April 29, 2020. 
23  Heather A. Conley, Jonathan E. Hillman, Donatienne Ruy, and Maesea McCalpin, China’s “Hub-and-
Spoke” Strategy in the Balkans, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, April 
2020. 
24  World Bank, undated.
25  World Bank, undated; American Enterprise Institute, “China Global Investment Tracker,” webpage, 
undated. 
26  For more, see Visar Xhambazi, “China Buying Balkans Influence, Competing with West,” Balkan 
Insight, January 28, 2020.
27  Shullman, 2019.
28  For recent reports on the topic, see Vuk Vuksanovic, “Serbia,” in David Shullman, ed., Chinese Malign 
Influence and the Corrosion of Democracy: An Assessment of Chinese Interference in Thirteen Key Countries, 
Washington, D.C.: International Republic Institute, 2019a; and Filip Jirous, “China’s Serbian Proxy High-
lights How Beijing Captures Elites,” Balkan Insight, June 30, 2019. For broader consideration, see Plamen 
Tonchev, China’s Road: Into the Western Balkans, Paris: European Union Institute for Security Studies, 
February 2017; Philippe Le Corre and Vuk Vuksanovic, “Serbia: China’s Open Door to the Balkans,” The 
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and weakened the country’s democratic traditions, Beijing has served as a preferred alternate 
partner for Serbia. The impression of an economic push was made by Chinese state-owned 
enterprises. This was accompanied by an information push by Beijing to build its soft power, 
including Confucius Institutes, pro-Beijing think tanks, and media agreements.29 Beijing’s 
efforts to shape the information environment have been at least somewhat successful, as a 
significant share of Serbs believe that China’s economic contributions to Serbia are greater 
than the EU’s or that of the United States.30 On the military side of the relationship, Serbia has 
been one of the few European countries with any tangible defense ties with China, as it was 
the first European country to buy Chinese unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), in September 
2019.31 Serbia has also begun adopting Chinese surveillance systems, such as “safe cities” and 
broader technology, such as Huawei 5G.32 These ties paid off in March 2020 during Beijing’s 
global COVID-19 propaganda campaign, when Vučić derided “European solidarity” as “non-
existent . . . [a] fairy tale on paper” and welcomed China as “the only ones who can help us in 
this difficult situation.”33 Most recently, Serbia has also agreed to participate in COVID-19 
vaccine trials for a major Chinese biotechnology company, China National Biotec Group, 
providing a benefit for Serbia’s close ties with Beijing.34 Chinese investment in Serbia comes 
with what the Financial Times describes as “foreign policy and political alignment.”35 Con-
trary to the U.S. position and in harmony with Russia’s, Beijing supports Belgrade’s “refusal 
to recognize Kosovo,” in return for Serbia’s support for China’s stance on Taiwan and terri-

Diplomat, January 1, 2019; Barbora Chrzová, Anja Grabovac, Martin Hála, and Jan Lalić, eds., Western 
Balkans at the Crossroads: Assessing Influences of Non-Western External Actors, Prague Security Studies 
Institute, May 2019; Valbona Zeneli, “The Western Balkans: Low Hanging Fruit for China?” The Diplomat, 
February 24, 2020; Conley et al., 2020.
29  Shullman, 2019.
30  One survey found that nearly 40 percent of Serbs believed that China has given the most foreign aid to 
their country, with the EU ranking second, far behind at 18 percent. However, in reality the EU gave $2 bil-
lion over 2010–2020 and the United States gave $180 million, while China has only promised $63 million 
and delivered merely $7.5 million total (Ljudmila Cvetkovi, Maja Zivanovic, and Andy Heil, “Red Flag: 
Ahead of Serbian Vote, Vučić and Allies Lean on China Ties,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, June 16, 
2020). Similarly, the reality is that despite some high-profile Chinese investments, between 2010 and 2018, 
70 percent of foreign direct investment into Serbia came from EU countries and less than 3 percent came 
from China (6 percent if including Hong Kong) (Delegation of the European Union to Serbia, “FDI to 
Serbia,” webpage, undated).
31  Dusan Stojanovic, “China to Boost Serb Military with Drones, Other Equipment,” Associated Press, 
September 10, 2019b; Zhao Lei, “Deal with Serbia Marks First for Drones,” China Daily, September 18, 2019.
32  Bojan Stokjkovski, “Big Brother Comes to Belgrade,” Foreign Policy, June 18, 2019.
33  Cvetkovi, Zivanovic, and Heil, 2020.
34  Roxanne Liu and Tony Munroe, “China’s CNBG, Sinovac Find More Countries to Test Coronavirus Vac-
cines,” Reuters, September 5, 2020.
35  Valerie Hopkins, “Pandemic and EU Neglect Tighten Serbia Bonds with China,” Financial Times, 
June 16, 2020.
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tories in the South China Sea.36 Serbia’s support for Chinese policies has gone even further: 
In 2019, for example, “Serbia’s top official for Kosovo lauded China’s ‘level of protection of 
minority rights’ in Xinjiang.”37

Rhetorically, Beijing supports the Balkans’ integration with the EU and does not outright 
oppose their joining NATO. Beijing’s 2018 white paper on the EU, also echoed by other offi-
cial statements, declared that “China welcomes a united, stable, open and prosperous Europe, 
supports the European integration process, and remains committed to developing ties with 
EU institutions, member states and other European countries in a comprehensive, balanced 
and mutually reinforcing manner.”38 In practice, however, China does not support the Balkan 
alignment with the EU and United States or the expansion of NATO. As noted in Chap-
ter Three, China opposes NATO in principle, reflecting Beijing’s rejection of military alli-
ances, and opposes NATO in practice, for its foreign involvement and potential challenge 
to China’s rise. China’s ties with the Balkan states challenge their integration with Europe 
in multiple ways.39 The 17+1 framework has raised concerns in the EU Parliament and else-
where that it is a way to divide Europe and push Beijing’s agenda bilaterally.40 This led the EU 
in May 2020 to redouble its efforts to welcome the Balkan countries into the union.41 China’s 
political and economic model for engaging with the Balkan (and other) states is based on 
principles adverse to Western political and economic values that make up preconditions of 
EU accession. Notably, some describe China’s political approach as cultivation of authoritar-
ian governments: As one U.S. expert asserted, “Beijing’s influence plays a clear role in encour-
aging democratic backsliding in certain Western Balkan countries, most notably Serbia,” as 
Chinese trade and investment, plus cooperation on domestic surveillance, “lend credence 
to illiberal actors’ claims that they can deliver economic development, security and stability 
through increasingly authoritarian policies.”42 Economically, China’s engagement with the 
Balkans, as with other countries, does not foster market economy principles nor open com-

36  Hopkins, 2020. 
37  Hopkins, 2020. 
38  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 2018; Tsvetelia Tsolova and Angel 
Krasimirov, “China Backs European Integration, Li Says Before Summit with Eastern States,” Reuters, 
July 6, 2018.
39  Michal Makocki, “China in the Balkans: The Battle of Principles,” European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, July 6, 2017; Austin Doehler, “How China Challenges the EU in the Western Balkans,” The Diplomat, 
September 2019.
40  Jonathan Hillman and Maesea McCalpin, “Will China’s ‘16+1’ Format Divide Europe?” Center for Stra-
tegic and International Studies, April 11, 2019. 
41  Robin Emmott, “EU Offers More Aid, Membership to Balkans in Riposte to China, Russia,” Reuters, 
May 5, 2020; David Felsen and Dennis Feltwell, “China’s Balkan Investments Are Paradoxically Speeding 
Region’s EU Integration,” Balkan Insight, May 7, 2020.
42  Shullman, 2019; see also Vuk Vuksanovic, “Light Touch, Tight Grip: China’s Influence and the Corro-
sion of Serbian Democracy,” War on the Rocks, September 24, 2019b.
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petition.43 Instead, it has increased the Balkans’ load, which both undermines the countries’ 
financial position against EU requirements and exposes them to Chinese pressure on diplo-
matic issues, such as Taiwan and Xinjiang (sometimes known as “debt-trap diplomacy”).44 
Moreover, Chinese investments may fail to meet EU environmental regulations, such as a 
new coal-fired power plant in Serbia.45 The EU and other NATO states have thus questioned 
some Balkan states’ commitment to EU rules and standards, such as the Energy Community 
Treaty.46 Broader Chinese economic engagement also fosters, or at least tolerates, corruption 
that goes against EU standards.47

Russian Equities
Russia’s equities in the region concern its self-conceived sphere of influence and key part-
ners, but Balkan security and orientation of Balkan states do not directly affect core Rus-
sian interests, translating into medium importance of this issue area. Russia’s many links to 
the Balkan countries date to the Soviet era, but Russia’s interest in the Balkan region has 
deepened in recent years, and in particular since the Ukraine crisis. While then-President 
Boris Yeltsin cooperated with NATO, however reluctantly, to end the conflicts in Croatia 
and Bosnia, NATO’s 1999 bombing campaign against Serbia to protect Kosovar Albanians 
derailed that cooperation and brought Russian and NATO forces close to direct confronta-
tion.48 Since then, Russian and Western interests in the region have generally diverged—but 
insofar as Russia seeks to preserve influence over states that seek to engage the United States, 
its interests are in mixed alignment with those of the United States.

Russia’s equities in the Balkans are very different from its equities in former Soviet states. 
Moscow’s official declarations consistently emphasize the pursuit of stability and security in 
the region.49 Russia also commonly appeals to shared cultural and religious ties to fellow Slavs 
in the Balkans. Thus, its closest relations are with Serbia, a “strategic partner,” with which 
Russia has a defense cooperation agreement and which has an observer status within Russia’s 

43  Nicholas Crawford, “Growing Public Debt Isn’t the Only Problem with Chinese Lending to the Balkans,” 
International Institute for Strategic Studies, March 18, 2020.
44  Doehler, 2019.
45  Maja Zuvela, “Balkan Push for New Coal-Fired Plants Raises Environmental Concerns,” Reuters, Janu-
ary 23, 2017.
46  The ECT is designed to bring the environmental policies and pollution standards of these countries in 
line with those of the EU (Doehler, 2019; Dusan Stojanovic, “China’s Spreading Influence in Eastern Europe 
Worries West,” Associated Press, April 10, 2019a). 
47  Shullman, 2019; Philip Zelikow, Eric Edelman, Kristofer Harrison, and Celeste Ward Gventer, “The Rise 
of Strategic Corruption: How States Weaponize Graft,” Foreign Affairs, June 9, 2020. 
48  Maxim Samorukov, “A Spoiler in the Balkans?” Carnegie Moscow Center, November 26, 2019.
49  Vladimir Putin, “Пресс-конференция по итогам российско-сербских переговоров [Press Conference 
on the Results of Russian-Serbian Talks],” Kremlin, December 4, 2019b; “Путин оценил ситуацию на 
Балканах [Putin Assessed the Balkan Situation],” RIA News, February 5, 2020. 
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Collective Security Treaty Organization, and the Republika Srpska in Bosnia-Herzegovina.50 
Owing in part to shared cultural affinities, religious commonality, and resentment toward 
NATO, Russia and Putin enjoy widespread support.51 

However, Moscow does not view any part of the region as a sphere of its privileged inter-
ests. Western experts assess the importance of the region to Russia in instrumental terms, 
as “a bargaining chip in Russia’s strategic competition with Western powers.”52 Accordingly, 
Russia uses its influence in large part to undercut Western institutions and erode Western 
influence, although economic and cultural interests in the region also play a role.53 The 
Balkan region is the frontier of NATO and EU enlargement, which offers Russia occasion 
to resist that expansion, or alternatively, to establish leverage over future collective decision-
making by these institutions.54 Moscow has been explicit that it sees NATO expansion to the 
region as inimical to regional stability and security.55 

Western analysis, by contrast, demonstrates that it is Russia that has sought to destabi-
lize the region, in part in an attempt to obstruct the incorporation of Balkan countries in 
the Western institutions. The starkest illustration of such goals is Russia’s attempts to help 
thwart NATO membership for Montenegro, where evidence suggests Russian support for the 
anti-Western, pro-Russian Democratic Front and protests in the run-up to the 2016 parlia-
mentary election, as well as the involvement of Russian military intelligence agents in a coup 
attempt.56 Another illustration is Russia’s courting of Milorad Dodik, president of Bosnia’s 

50  Dimitar Bechev, “Russia’s Strategic Interests and Tools of Influence in the Balkans,” New Atlanticist, 
2019.
51  For example, Vladimir Putin, “Интервью сербским изданиям «Политика» и «Вечерние новости 
[Interview to Serbian Publications Politics and Evening News], Kremlin, January 16, 2019a; on support for 
Russia, see Dimitar Bechev, “Making Inroads: Competing Powers in the Balkans,” in Fruscione and Magri, 
2020.
52  Bechev, 2019; see also Mark Galeotti, Do the Western Balkans Face a Coming Russian Storm? Berlin: 
European Council on Foreign Relations, ECFR/250, April 2018, p. 16.
53  Leading Western experts tend to see Russia’s geopolitical motives to compete with the West as primary 
to other interests. See, e.g., Bechev, 2020. For a summary of Russian gray zone tactics in the Balkans, see 
Pettyjohn and Wasser, 2019, pp. 39–41.
54  For example, a collective of experts argues that the goal is “not to roll back NATO or EU enlargement 
but to build influence in countries that are either part of Western clubs, or are well on their way to joining 
them, and are therefore useful ‘door openers’” (LSEE Research on South Eastern Europe and SEESOX South 
East European Studies at Oxford, Russia in the Balkans: Conference Report, London School of Economics, 
March 13, 2015 p. 2). See also Mihail Naydenov, “The Subversion of the Bulgarian Defence System–the Rus-
sian Way,” Defense and Security Analysis, 2018).
55  For example, Putin, 2019a.
56  See, e.g., Bechev, 2020, p. 58; Ambassador Vesko Garcevic, “The Impact of Russian Interference on Ger-
many’s 2017 Elections,” testimony before the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, June 28, 2017, 
p. 18.
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Republika Srpska, coming close to encouraging Serbian secessionism, while claiming to keep 
its relationship within the terms of the Dayton Accords.57

Since Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008, Russia has opposed and worked 
to prevent its full recognition by the international community. Then-President Medvedev 
denounced Kosovo’s “unilateral” declaration of independence as contrary to international 
law and pledged Russia’s support for Serbian sovereignty.58 This campaign has further 
entrenched its political and economic influence in Serbia. Russia’s official position has been 
and remains UNSCR 1244, adopted in 1999, which called for an end to violence and with-
drawal of Federal Republic of Yugoslavia’s forces from Kosovo, authorized the UN Mission 
Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo and KFOR and affirmed sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity of the states in the region. U.S. and Western assistance and support for Kosovo 
has since been described as destabilizing and a provocation by Russian officials.59

Beyond currying influence in Serbia, Kosovo has come to occupy a prominent place in 
the Russian narrative of Western hypocrisy and U.S.-sponsored military actions as a source 
of destabilization.60 In his declaration recognizing the independence of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia, Medvedev pointedly referenced the “unilateral declaration of independence 
by Kosovo” as precedent—with the implication that Western failure to similarly recognize 
Georgia’s breakaway regions represents a cynical double standard.61 Putin has also pointed 
to Kosovo as a symbol of U.S. and Western hypocrisy in the latter’s reaction to Crimea.62 
In this way, Kosovo serves somewhat incongruous ends in Russia’s geopolitical rhetoric, with 

57  For Putin’s statement regarding relations with Republika Srpska, see Putin, 2019a. Because the Dayton 
Accords do not permit the entity to have its own military, Russia’s security cooperation with Republika 
Sprska involves cooperation with the police force. See, e.g., Paul Stronsky and Annie Himes, “Russia’s Game 
in the Balkans,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, February 26, 2019. Some Western analysts 
suggest that “by encouraging Dodik, Putin can extract concessions from the West regarding Ukraine, 
Belarus and economic sanctions” (Ivana Stradner, “Stop Russia from Sparking Another Bosnian War,” 
American Enterprise Institute, March 9, 2020). 
58  “Медведев доволен результатами визита в Белград [Medvedev Is Satisfied with Results of His Bel-
grade Visit],” Vesti.ru, February 25, 2008.
59  For example, U.S. and EU support for transforming the Kosovo Security Force into “armed forces” is 
described by the Russian Representative to the OSCE as encouraging a “provocation,” while “ignor[ing] 
not only commitments under international law but also the opinion of many of its NATO allies” (Alexan-
der Lukashevich, “On the Creation of the ‘Armed Forces’ of Kosovo,” Organisation for Security and Co-
operation in Europe, December 20, 2018). 
60  See, e.g., Dimitar Bechev, Rival Power: Russia’s Influence in Southeastern Europe, New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 2017, p. 237; see also LSEE Research on South Eastern Europe and SEESOX South East 
European Studies at Oxford, 2015, pp. 2–3.
61  Government of Russia, “Дмитрий Медведев выступил с заявлением в связи с признанием 
независимости Южной Осетии и Абхазии [Dmitry Medvedev Made a Statement in Connection with the 
Recognition of Independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia],” Kremlin, August 26, 2008. 
62  Vladimir Putin, “Прямая линия с Владимиром Путиным [Direct Line with Vladimir Putin],” Krem-
lin, April 17, 2014.
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Moscow both rejecting its independence and at the same time appealing to the international 
recognition of its independence as precedent justifying breakaway regions in the former 
Soviet Union and the Crimean annexation. As Serbian leadership has made moves toward 
settling the Kosovo issue (as further discussed below), Moscow has reiterated its position that 
any resolution on the Kosovo question must be based on UNSCR 1244. However, Putin also 
stated that Russia will “support Serbia unconditionally”—including support for a compro-
mise, were one to be reached by Belgrade and Pristina.63

Experts tend toward the view that Russia’s equities are largely driven by geopolitics, 
but Russia does have economic interests in the region. As Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept 
declares, the “Balkan region is of great strategic importance to Russia, including its role as 
a major transportation and infrastructure hub used for supplying gas and oil to European 
countries.”64 Notably, Russia’s main project in the Balkans is the construction of the Turk-
Stream gas pipeline, which would pass through Bulgaria and Serbia. Some experts conclude 
that the project may be more important to Russia than geopolitical considerations.65

Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, there is scant space for cooperation with Russia or China across most of the 
Balkan issue area. Each of the powers is competing for influence with the United States and 
its allies: Russia’s goals are directly adverse to the U.S. goals of Western integration, and Chi-
na’s goals are suspected of the same, as Beijing is seeks to orient some Balkan states toward 
China, such as through the 17+1 framework and its economic investments.66 However, we 
find that there is trade space for cooperation with Russia—though somewhat speculative—on 
one aspect of regional stability, the Serbia-Kosovo conflict. Although Russia has repeatedly 
demonstrated its willingness to destabilize the Balkans through activity below the threshold 
of armed conflict, Russia’s desire to maintain influence in the region may, paradoxically, give 
it an interest in resolving or negotiating toward resolution of at least the Kosovo-Serbia con-
flict in cooperation with the United States. Because this space is somewhat speculative and 
Russia has shown very little willingness to cooperate in this regard in the past, we assess this 
potential for Russia to cooperate to be low.

The Serbia-Kosovo Conflict
The Serbia-Kosovo dispute likely necessitates external arbitration, particularly from the 
United States, since it is arguably the only country with the influence to persuade Kosovo 

63  Putin, 2019b.
64  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
65  Samorukov, 2019.
66  Hillman and McCalpin, 2019.
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to agree to a resolution.67 Within Serbia, it is difficult to overstate the extent to which all 
strategy and policy hinges on the Kosovo question.68 Vučić has reportedly been “striving 
to pivot towards the United States . . . undoubtedly to convince Washington to help medi-
ate an equitable, politically feasible, and sustainable solution to the dispute between Serbia 
and Kosovo.”69 To be sure, there are still some factions within Serbia that remain opposed to 
any progress on the Kosovo issue, as it would necessitate some form of compromise short of 
reclaiming Kosovo as part of Serbia.70 However, in general, there seems to be a recognition 
among Serbia’s top leadership, particularly by Vučić, that Serbia must find some solution 
to this conflict to advance its prospects of joining the EU.71 In the words of Vučić, despite 
cooperation with Russia and China on a pragmatic basis, “Serbia’s strategic objective was, 
is and will remain full membership in the EU and to become an even more dynamic stake-
holder in the community of European nations.”72 Given this pro-Western shift in Serbian 
strategy and sentiment—at least rhetorically when it comes to bargaining over Kosovo and 
EU membership—there is an opportunity for U.S. involvement in helping to reach a solution 
to the Serbia-Kosovo conflict. 73 

The United States has already taken significant steps to normalize Serbia-Kosovo rela-
tions. In January 2020, U.S. officials brokered a symbolically important deal between Serbia 
and Kosovo to resume flights between Belgrade and Pristina, which had been suspended 
since 1999.74 Additionally, Vučić, Kosovo’s Prime Minister Avdullah Hoti, and former Kosovo 
President Hashim Thaçi have all participated in U.S.-led mediation efforts, with some com-
bination of these leaders meeting for talks at the White House on at least two occasions—
in March and September 2020.75 On the latter occasion, in the course of talks with Presi-

67  Indeed, Kosovo is “often described as the most pro-American country in the world” (Amy Mackinnon, 
“Why the United States Is Stoking a Crisis in Kosovo,” Foreign Policy, April 17, 2020).
68  For example, Serbia’s Defence Strategy identifies the “unlawfully and unilaterally proclaimed indepen-
dence of the territory covering the administrative territory of the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and 
Metohija” as “the biggest political and security challenge for the Republic of Serbia” (Ministry of Defence of 
the Republic of Serbia, “Defence Strategy of the Republic of Serbia,” December 27, 2019). 
69  Milic, 2020b.
70  See, e.g., Leon Hartwell, “Meeting with Ex-General Sheds Light on Serbia President’s Options,” Balkan 
Insight, September 3, 2020.
71  Beata Huszka, “The Power of Perspective: Why EU Membership Still Matters in the Western Balkans,” 
European Council for Foreign Policy, January 7, 2020. 
72  Aleksandar Vučić, “‘Coronavirus Diplomacy’ Won’t Change Serbia’s Path,” U.S. News, May 7, 2020. 
73  For further evidence of a pro-Western shift, see Vuk Vuksanovic, “Belgrade’s New Game: Scapegoating 
Russia and Courting Europe,” War on the Rocks, August 28, 2020.
74  Melissa Eddy, “Serbia-Kosovo Flights to Resume Under U.S.-Brokered Deal,” New York Times, Janu-
ary 20, 2020.
75  “Kosovar, Serbian Presidents Hold ‘Goodwill’ Meeting at White House,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Lib-
erty, March 2, 2020. Thaçi resigned on November 5, 2020, but was president at the time of the meetings dis-
cussed here.
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dent Trump and other U.S. officials, Vučić and Hoti agreed to normalize economic relations 
between Serbia and Kosovo.76 This step of normalizing economic relations, taken together 
with facilitating the resumption of flights between Serbia and Kosovo, mark two major U.S.-
brokered achievements that could lay the foundations for an eventual Serbia-Kosovo resolu-
tion, however far in the future. In short, Serbia has demonstrated its openness to U.S. involve-
ment in brokering a resolution to the Kosovo conflict, and it is in the clear interest of the 
United States to seize this opportunity. 

The Russian half of the equation is more difficult, but there are faint glimmers of hope 
that Russia may be willing to take some cooperative steps. As we note above, Russia has an 
interest in maintaining Kosovo’s status as a “frozen conflict,” as it affords Russia leverage and 
influence that Russia would lose should U.S.-Serbia relations improve.77 As one expert sums 
up the Kremlin’s calculus, “Russia has very little to gain and, potentially, everything to lose if 
the Kosovo conflict is resolved.”78 However, Serbia’s own decisions may force Russia’s hand, 
because Russia would find it difficult to oppose steps toward conflict resolution desired by 
Serbia. Thus, Russia has declared that it “will support all steps and initiatives that will really 
help Belgrade and Pristina reach a mutually acceptable solution based on the UN Security 
Council Resolution 1244,” in at least partial alignment with the U.S. position.79 Russia has 
at times voiced its support for the proposed land swap compromise, “an agreement in which 
Serbia recognizes Kosovo in exchange for four municipalities in the north, the Community 
Serb Municipalities in the south and the extraterritoriality of the Serbian Orthodox Church 
monasteries.”80 Moreover, as Dimitry Bechev, a leading expert on Russian policy on the Bal-
kans, suggests, Moscow may actually be “agnostic” on Serbia-Kosovo normalization, because 
“resolution could create a welcome precedent to use vis-a-vis Crimea.”81 

To that end, Russia has sought to paint itself as neutral, capitalizing on the U.S. and EU 
failure to broker a deal thus far and stepping in when the United States has been preoccupied 
with other international issues. For instance, Putin met with Thaçi in November 2018, after 
which Thaçi “pointed out that Russia is supportive of a political deal between Kosovo and 
Serbia to resolve the long-standing sovereignty dispute.”82 Russia’s ulterior motive in playing 

76  Jeff Mason, “Serbia, Kosovo Agreed to Normalize Economic Ties, Trump Says,” Reuters, September 4, 
2020. 
77  Milic, 2020a.
78  Samorukov, 2019. 
79  Mustafa Talha Öztürk, “Russia Supports ‘Acceptable’ Solution on Kosovo,” Ananolu News Agency, 
June 18, 2020. Granted, the wording of this statement leaves Russia plenty of flexibility given the stipula-
tions in UNSCR 1244, which are subject to interpretation. 
80  “Serbia and Kosovo Should Follow Good Examples of Solving Disputes in the Region,” European West-
ern Balkans, November 16, 2019. 
81  Nikola Burazer, “[EWB Interview] Bechev: Russia ‘Agnostic’ When It Comes to Serbia-Kosovo Deal,” 
European Western Balkans, February 28, 2019. 
82  Dimitar Bechev, “The Kosovo Quandary Is a Win for Russia,” Al Jazeera, November 18, 2018.
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the role of mediator appears to be to move Kosovo negotiations from under the auspices of 
the EU—which has at the behest of Serbia presided over Kosovo negotiations since 2010 after 
the International Court of Justice ruled in favor of Kosovo’s independence—back to the UN 
Security Council, where it holds veto power.83 Russia’s preferences notwithstanding, should 
Serbia continue to press for U.S. assistance in brokering a resolution to the Kosovo dispute, 
Russia would likely be well served to play a role in the negotiations. Continuing to oppose a 
resolution against Serbia’s wishes would remove some of Russia’s clout in Serbia, as it would 
appear that Russia was not being a good ally.84 As a result, as some experts have suggested, 
the Western Balkans 

could thus become a site of trust/confidence-building between the United States and 
Russia because a success there could impact bilateral relations more broadly, but a fail-
ure would not be a great loss. Addressing the Serbian-Kosovar dispute in a collaborative 
manner could be undertaken in the short-medium term . . . [wherein] the United States 
and Russia [could] stay in touch with each other to cooperate on a deal initiated in the 
region while not presuming that it will be the final solution.85 

Of course, Russia’s potential willingness to participate in negotiating the resolution of 
this conflict may be less than wholehearted: Moscow could well opt to nominally voice sup-
port for Serbia’s decision while continuing to covertly foment instability and unrest, both 
within Serbia—by supporting pro-Russian elements like the Serbian Orthodox Church—and 
beyond. Russia could, for instance, encourage Kosovo Serbs to rebel against any proposed 
resolution to the Kosovo conflict, provide support to jihadist factions in Kosovo and Bosnia 
to incite attacks on Kosovo Serbs, or take other actions to destabilize the region and under-
mine Kosovo-Serbia negotiations. 

China has demonstrated no interest in being involved in resolving the Kosovo ques-
tion, and there is no evidence suggesting that China would be willing to cooperate with the 
United States or any other party on this matter. In fact, China could serve as an obstacle to 
Serbia-Kosovo resolution efforts if, following a hypothetical reconciliation between Serbia 
and Kosovo, it still refuses to recognize Kosovo’s independence and uses its UN Security 
Council veto power to block any future attempts for Kosovo to join the UN.86 China, like 
Russia, strongly opposes Kosovo’s independence, largely because of the precedent it might 

83  Bechev, 2018.
84  Interview with U.S. expert, Washington, D.C., February 26, 2020.
85  Andrey Kortunov and Jeffrey Mankoff, “Addressing Unresolved Challenges in U.S.-Russia Relations,” 
Russian International Affairs Council, March 16, 2020.
86  Vučić has acknowledged the need for Russian and Chinese acceptance of any resolution to the Kosovo 
issue, stating, “We have the problem of Kosovo. Who hasn’t recognized Kosovo so far? Do we need their 
support during our negotiating process with Pristina, with the United Nations Security Council? Yes, we 
do” (quoted in Amy Mackinnon and Robbie Gramer, “Vučić: Most Serbs Prefer a ‘Frozen Conflict’ with 
Kosovo,” Foreign Policy, March 4, 2020.  
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set for its own ongoing political conflicts regarding Hong Kong and with Taiwan. Compared 
with Russia, though, China’s interests and ties to Serbia are not as deep, giving China little 
incentive—beyond a potential desire to align with Russia—to shift course on Kosovo even 
if Russia were to back a Serbian decision to recognize Kosovo’s independence. Given these 
dynamics, we postulate that China is unlikely to cooperate on this issue and could, at worst, 
serve as a spoiler for Serbia-Kosovo reconciliation efforts (whether in conjunction with Russia 
or on its own). However, a lack of Washington engagement with Beijing on the issue means it 
is difficult to assess definitively how willing Beijing may be to cooperate on any of the issues 
implicating Balkan stability or its strategic orientation.

Table 5.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

TABLE 5.1

Interest in Cooperation on Balkan Security and Strategic Orientation

 China Russia

How important is the issue area Low Medium

Space for cooperation

Rhetorical alignment Mixed Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate N/A Low

Obstacles
Many of the obstacles identified with respect to previously addressed issue areas are present 
here as well. First, it is difficult to imagine a sufficient degree of trust to underlie cooperation 
between the United States and Russia, when Russia’s conduct in Serbia has to date been ori-
ented away from conflict resolution and aimed at undermining U.S. and Western influence. 
They are on opposite sides of the Kosovo-Serbia conflict. 

Second, there is a perceived lack of immediacy: The current conditions and tensions cer-
tainly present risks to Kosovo, but because NATO’s presence seems to have served as an effec-
tive deterrent to escalation into armed conflict thus far, Washington does not perceive time 
pressures to intervene politically to push for a resolution to the conflict. Russia has very little, 
if anything, to gain from the Kosovo-Serbia conflict being resolved—as it would be a reluc-
tant cooperator at best, with involvement driven entirely by Serbia.  

Third, the most salient obstacle is the presence of third-party actors. Notably, the pos-
sibility for cooperation here is wholly conditional on Serbia and Kosovo. Only a Serbian 
request would compel the United States and Russia into some level of cooperation. As dis-
cussed above, there are reasons to believe that this is possible, but Serbia has yet to formally 
request mediation of the conflict through channels that would involve both U.S. and Rus-
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sian participation. While Kosovo has also thus far demonstrated willingness to participate in 
U.S. efforts to bring an end to the conflict, it may balk at deeper U.S.-Russia-Serbia coopera-
tion. Depending on the suggested parameters of the compromise over its status, Kosovo may 
grow concerned that increased U.S. cooperation with Russia and Serbia could translate into 
the United States lessening its commitment to protecting Kosovan security and sovereignty. 
Moreover, given recent Russian destabilizing actions in the region and doubt over the cred-
ibility of the U.S. commitment to defending Balkan NATO members, other regional actors 
such as Montenegro would likely view U.S.-Russia cooperation in the region as a threat, and 
could thus complicate the prospects of U.S.-Russia cooperation in this theater. The United 
States must thus ensure that it firmly and clearly maintains its commitments to all allies in 
the region while seeking cooperation with additional actors. 

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation

In view of the very hypothetical and conditional nature of the opportunities for cooperation 
in this region, the second-order effects are likewise rather speculative—with conceivable, but 
not weighty, impacts of U.S.-Russia cooperation on China and some foreseeable positive and 
negative externalities. First, cooperating with Russia in the Balkans would not necessarily 
directly affect the Russia-China relationship, but could inject tension between the two coun-
tries over the Kosovo issue. Because China has also been staunchly against the recognition 
of Kosovo, Russian involvement in brokering a resolution could prompt some irritation in 
Beijing.87 Indeed, China is a complicating factor in the Balkans, as it provides a third-party 
alternative to the United States and Russia in terms of providing support and resources to 
countries. China, at the moment, has been playing the long game, providing various Balkan 
states with economic support (and, most recently, COVID-19 related support88) and supply-
ing them with arms that seemingly do not come with the political baggage that the United 
States imposes. For the time being, Chinese influence has not been perceived as a threat by 
the Russians, but as it continues to grow, it may by default diminish Russian influence and 
thus become more problematic. 

Second, here as in any area, successful cooperation with Russia could have positive spill-
over effects in that it would help reestablish a baseline level of trust. Successful cooperation 
would have an added benefit: Depending on the nature of the resolution, bringing an end 
to the Kosovo conflict may mean that the presence of KFOR is no longer necessary. If this 
proves to be the case, NATO could reallocate these forces elsewhere, reducing the overall 

87  As Hodges and Milic point out, any “Serbia-Kosovo deal . . . would also lessen Chinese influence” (Ben 
Hodges and Jelena Milic, “The Right Stuff,” Center for European Policy Analysis, May 8, 2020). 
88  Cvetkovi, Zivanovic, and Heil, 2020.
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burden on U.S. and NATO forces.89 More broadly, though, resolving the conflict would elim-
inate a major barrier for Kosovo’s and Serbia’s integration into the EU.

Third, as for negative externalities, the difference in threat perceptions among the Balkan 
NATO members and other partners in the region could cause some states to view any coop-
eration or agreements between the United States and Russia as detrimental to their security. 
Cooperation among the United States, Serbia, and Russia could raise concern in countries 
such as Montenegro or Kosovo itself. Washington has previously made statements that cre-
ated doubts as to whether it would defend Montenegro in the event of an attack. Cooperation 
with Russia in this region may thus heighten these concerns and undermine perceptions of 
the credibility of the U.S. commitment to all of the Balkan U.S. allies. 

Furthermore, any progress toward a resolution to the Kosovo conflict would likely not 
bring an end to all tension between Kosovo and Serbia. Anything less than full recognition 
of Kosovo’s sovereignty and territorial integrity would displease Kosovo; in parallel, any-
thing less than fully reclaiming Kosovo as part of Serbia would displease at least some sec-
tors of society in Serbia. This may generate further unrest among certain elements of society 
that fall on the extreme ends of the spectrum (e.g., Serbian nationalists)—who would likely 
remain attractive targets for Russian subversive influence efforts in the region. In this regard, 
Russia is unlikely to give up on building and maintaining influence in Serbia and the Balkans 
more generally—and will likely exploit any fissures and tensions that result from any Kosovo 
settlement through the same panoply of gray zone activities that it currently employs. More 
straightforwardly, Russia would surely use the precedent of Kosovo recognition to construct 
a narrative to legitimize its annexation of Crimea.

Conclusion

The potential cooperation with regard to Balkan security or the strategic orientation of 
Balkan states is extremely limited, owing to the generally opposing interests of the three 
powers, all of whom compete for influence in the region. Neither Russia nor China may be 
reasonably expected to cooperate so as to advance U.S. goals of entrenching Western influ-
ence and institutions in the Balkans. The only prospect for cooperation with Russia relates 
to the Serbia-Kosovo conflict, based on Russia’s own desire to maintain influence—and we 
emphasize that this prospect is speculative and wholly contingent on actions and preferences 
of third parties. China’s relatively low stakes in the region and absence of interest in coopera-
tion even on the speculative prospect of Serbia-Kosovo conflict resolution likely puts coop-
eration with China outside the realm of the plausible. 

89  This benefit would be wholly contingent on a satisfactory resolution to the conflict; otherwise, the 
removal of KFOR would arguably reduce NATO’s deterrent power against Russia in this theater and raise 
perceptions of threat among some allies.
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Progress toward the resolution of this long-standing conflict would almost certainly be a 
positive development from the perspective of Balkan security and stability, and would likely 
facilitate the integration of the region into Western institutions. Russian participation might 
even cause a dose of irritation for China. However, engaging Russia in this respect introduces 
its own risks, which should be considered carefully by decisionmakers: notably, the risks of 
legitimizing Russia’s influence, which it could then use for subversive goals, as well as raising 
perceptions of threats among other U.S. allies and partners. Nonetheless, the United States 
should avail itself of Serbia’s current openness to dialogue with Kosovo and U.S. mediation 
efforts. In tandem with pursuing mediation efforts, there may be a path for the United States 
to tread carefully and reassure its allies in the region by affirming its NATO commitments 
and the credibility of collective defense. 
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CHAPTER SIX

Turkey’s Regional Role and Strategic 
Orientation 

Turkey’s strategic orientation and its role in Europe and the Middle East are important to 
the United States and both of its competitors. Turkey’s location and capabilities make it a key 
player in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Its military and economic power also make its 
future course consequential in any great power competition. Yet Turkey’s strategic orienta-
tion is more uncertain than its NATO membership would suggest, as it has on occasion coop-
erated with Russia more closely than with its NATO allies. Moreover, its domestic politics 
compromise the prospects of its EU membership and at times align its views with those of 
Russia and China rather than Western democracies. Because the United States, Russia, and 
China have generally opposing preferences for Turkey’s place in the international order, the 
trade space for cooperation on issues surrounding Turkey’s role and orientation is a priori 
narrow. However, as this chapter explores, a limited space for cooperation might exist with 
regard to reducing the risk of unintended escalation of incidents involving Turkey and one or 
more of the competing powers. 

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian interests regarding Tur-
key’s role and strategic orientation.1 Next, we identify specific avenues of cooperation in the 
narrow space where U.S. and Russian interests are aligned—focusing on European, rather 
than Middle Eastern security issues—and consider the evidence that Russia is or could be 
willing to cooperate along these avenues, and identify obstacles to actualizing cooperation. 
Finally, we identify salient potential second-order effects of pursuing cooperation within the 
viable trade space.

Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities
Turkey has the second-largest military of all the NATO member states; in combination with 
its key geostrategic position, this makes it a very important partner for the United States and 

1  While the distinction is somewhat artificial, we reserve treatment of Middle Eastern issues for Chap-
ters Eight and Nine. 
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NATO. U.S. interests of fortifying NATO and Euro-Atlantic security entails improving the 
U.S. and NATO security relationship with Turkey. As the U.S. Department of State confirms, 
“Turkey is a key NATO Ally and critical regional partner, and the United States is committed 
to improving the relationship between our two countries. It is in our interest to keep Turkey 
anchored to the Euro-Atlantic community.”2 Beyond general improvement of U.S.-Turkey 
relations, the United States has four key security interests related to Turkey: (1) keeping 
Turkey oriented toward the West and solidifying its position as a NATO ally, (2) preserving 
access to Turkish-controlled waters and military bases to support U.S. operations, (3) pre-
venting an accidental clash between Turkey and Russia that could lead to a NATO-Russia 
conflict, and (4) limiting Turkish military interventions in Middle East conflicts that distract 
the United States’ local partners from conducting counterterrorism operations.3

The first two interests are closely related, as bringing Turkey more firmly into NATO 
would best assure U.S. access to Turkish-controlled waterways. Turkey occupies a stra-
tegically vital position, straddling Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, bordering both the 
Black and Mediterranean Seas, and controlling the Straits of Bosporus and the Dardanelles 
(often referred to collectively as the Turkish Straits). Signed in 1936, the Montreux Conven-
tion Regarding the Regime of the Straits places the straits under Turkish military control 
and effectively gives Turkey the authority to regulate naval access to the Black Sea, allowing 
Turkey to decide to allow or deny access to any country.4 Historically, despite its status as 
a NATO member, Turkey has used this leverage against both NATO and Russia, affecting 
operations in Syria and Ukraine.5 Despite Turkey being an active member of NATO since 
1952, many have noted a trend of Turkey becoming “NATO in name only,” as it has often 
acted against NATO interests and appeared to align itself more closely with Russia than the 
West. In recent years, Turkey has backtracked from core Western political values and its 
NATO commitments in several ways, including adopting authoritarian domestic policies 
such as the suppression of freedom of the press, civil society, and minority groups; opposing 

2  U.S. Department of State, U.S. Bureau of Europe and Eurasian Affairs, 2020. 
3  We focus here on interests and issues that center on the European theater; we note the important U.S. 
interests in Turkey’s conduct in the Middle East, but do not seek to identify the potential for cooperation in 
that regard. For treatment of cooperation potential in the Middle East, see Chapters Eight and Nine of this 
report; for a discussion of cooperation on countering violent extremism around the globe, see the compan-
ion report (Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023). 
4  Paul Goble, “Moscow Mulls Revising Montreux Convention in Response to NATO Presence in Black 
Sea,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 46, Jamestown Foundation, April 2, 2019. 
5  Anika Binnendijk, “The Russian-Turkish Bilateral Relationship: Managing Differences in an Uneasy 
Partnership,” in Stephen J. Flanagan, F. Stephen Larrabee, Anika Binnendijk, Katherine Costello, Shira 
Efron, James Hoobler, Magdalena Kirchner, Jeffrey Martini, Alireza Nader, and Peter A. Wilson, Turkey’s 
Nationalist Course: Implications for the U.S.-Turkish Strategic Partnership and the U.S. Army, Santa Monica, 
Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2589-A, 2020, p. 124. 
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U.S. interests in Syria;6 cooperating with Iran; and acquiring Russian military systems.7 The 
United States rebuked Turkey for the latter, asserting that the acquisition violated U.S. sanc-
tions and foreclosing F-35 exports to Turkey.8 

The United States’ and other NATO members’ frustration with Turkey is mirrored by 
Turkey’s frustration with NATO members. In particular, Turkey perceives that the United 
States has withheld the sale of missile defense systems and insufficiently fulfilled its mutual 
security commitments at a time when Turkey felt threatened by Russian and Syrian regime 
threats to its northern border in the context of the Syria conflict.9 Turkey has also bristled at 
the U.S. choice of counterterrorism partners and approach to defeating the Islamic State in 
Syria and Iraq. Finally, many in Turkey genuinely believe that the United States sympathizes 
with, and may have even urged on, military officers that conspired to overthrow President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in 2016.10

Despite the many issues emerging in Turkey’s relations with the United States and NATO, 
the United States remains committed to improving the security relationship. Given its prime 
location, Turkey has provided the United States with crucial access to military bases and 
served as a hub for NATO and U.S. operations in the region, including U.S. Air Force–led 
operations during Operation Inherent Resolve. The U.S. Department of State’s Integrated 
Country Strategy for Turkey underscores Turkey’s strategic importance for U.S. operations, 
noting that “U.S. personnel are currently stationed around Turkey including U.S. forces 
deployed as part of the NATO Land Forces Command in Izmir, U.S. Air Force personnel 
and aircraft at Incirlik Air Base, and the Kurecik missile defense radar facility.”11 However, 
U.S. access to Turkish bases is not a given; Just as Turkey has used its control over the Turk-
ish Straits as leverage, it has on occasion suspended or otherwise restricted U.S. access to key 
bases such as Incirlik.12 

6  U.S. collaboration with the Kurds in Syria, as well as the abrupt cessation thereof, has been a major 
source of tensions between the United States and Turkey. See Michael A. Reynolds, “Turkey and Russia: A 
Remarkable Rapprochement,” War on the Rocks, October 24, 2019. 
7  Steven A. Cook, Neither Friend Nor Foe: The Future of U.S.-Turkey Relations, Washington, D.C.: Council 
on Foreign Relations, Council Special Report No. 82, November 2018.
8  Public Law 116-92, 2019, p. 463; The White House, “Statement by the Press Secretary,” July 17, 2019b. For 
an analysis of dynamics surrounding Turkey’s purchase of the S-400, see Jim Townsend and Rachel Elle-
huus, “The Tale of Turkey and the Patriots,” War on the Rocks, July 22, 2019.
9  For discussion, see Townsend and Ellehuus, 2019. 
10  Tim Arango and Ceylan Yeginsu, “Turks Can Agree on One Thing: US Was Behind Failed Coup,” New 
York Times, August 2, 2016. 
11  U.S. Department of State, 2020, p. 10.
12  Guy Chazan, “As U.S.-Turkish Relations Fray, Historic Base Is on the Sidelines,” Wall Street Journal, 
April 2, 2003. 
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Turkey has participated in several NATO operations, contributing to or leading mis-
sions such as NATO’s Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan.13 Given that Turkey’s basing 
infrastructure and control of key access points into Syria and Iraq made it an effective veto 
player in coalition operations against ISIS, Turkey was afforded a major role as a member 
of the Defeat ISIS Coalition.14 Thus, while admonishing Turkey for straying from NATO 
goals and democratic ideals, the United States has also sought areas for increased coopera-
tion or diplomatic engagement. For instance, in a bid to draw Turkey closer to the West and 
cement its European identity, the United States has championed Turkey’s candidacy for EU 
membership.15

Although the United States is interested in weakening Turkey’s relationship with Russia 
and strengthening its relationship with NATO, U.S. interests are not well served by a hostile 
and tense relationship between Turkey and Russia. Instead, the United States has a stake in 
managing the risks of accidental escalation between Turkey and Russia, which might spiral 
into a NATO-Russia conflict. Such a risk can and has arisen in the Middle East, in the context 
of Syria, but it is also present in the European theater in the Black and Eastern Mediterranean 
Seas. 

The Black Sea has long been a contested region and has emerged as a theater of strategic 
competition, as it is encircled by a potentially dangerous mix of NATO and non-NATO coun-
tries. Russia’s history of incursions into Black Sea countries—most notably including Rus-
sia’s occupation of Transnistria (in Moldova) in 1991, South Ossetia and Abkhazia in 2008 
(in Georgia), and Crimea and the Donbas in 2014 (in Ukraine)—raises the potential for an 
armed clash between Russia and Turkey as the two countries pursue their often competing 
interests.16 The risk of conflict has only increased as the region becomes more heavily milita-
rized by both Russia and NATO. Russia’s annexation of Crimea allowed it to gain  full control 
over Sevastopol Naval Base, greatly strengthening its naval presence in the Black Sea.17 And 
“the increasingly close proximity of weapon systems, notably advanced short-range missile 
systems, is shortening early-warning and reaction times,” thereby raising the risks of misper-
ceptions and miscalculations.18 At the same time, a panoply of simmering political issues 
could provide the spark for the conflict between Turkey and Russia in the Black Sea, includ-

13  Siemon T. Wezeman and Alexandra Kuimova, “Turkey and Black Sea Security,” Stockholm Interna-
tional Peace Research Institute, Background Paper, December 2018, p. 8.
14  Global Coalition to Defeat Daesh, “Turkey,” webpage, undated. 
15  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Europe and Eurasian Affairs, 202; Rachel Ellehuus, “Turkey and 
NATO: A Relationship Worth Saving,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, December 2, 2019. 
16  Iulia-Sabina Joja, Black Sea and Strategic Volatility: Players & Partners, Foreign Policy Research Insti-
tute, October 2019. 
17  International Crisis Group, “Russia and Turkey in the Black Sea and the South Caucasus,” June 28, 2018. 
18  Neil J. Melvin, Rebuilding Collective Security in the Black Sea Region, Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, SIPRI Policy Paper 50, December 2018; Wezeman and Kuimova, 2018. 
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ing the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict and Ukraine.19 Indeed, incidents in the air over the 
Black Sea—such as Russian jets “buzzing” U.S. warships and intercepting NATO planes and 
Russian violations of NATO airspace—and even naval incidents have become more common 
since 2014.20 In short, the Black Sea is a flashpoint for a Russia-Turkey (and, by extension, 
Russia-NATO) conflict, and the United States and NATO interests would be served by reduc-
ing the risk of conflict in this region.

More recently, the Eastern Mediterranean has emerged as a theater of strategic 
competition—in this case, not only between NATO and Russia but also between Turkey and 
other NATO members, such as Greece and France. The United States has not typically pri-
oritized the Eastern Mediterranean, but increased activity by several NATO states produced 
upticks in tensions, raising the risk of unintentional escalation and calling for more attention 
to the region. Turkey has been behind a lot of the unrest, as it proceeded with gas explora-
tion around Cyprus, mostly in contested waters, and sought to redefine maritime boundar-
ies via a treaty with Libya at the expense of Greece and Cyprus.21 Turkey also announced in 
August 2020 that it would be holding air and sea military exercises in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean, while France, Greece, Italy, and Cyprus announced they would hold their own joint 
exercise.22 Turkey’s Navy has engaged in hostile conduct with the French, triggering a NATO 
enquiry. Other non-European actors in the region include China, Egypt, the UAE, and Saudi 
Arabia. Russia, too, has grown increasingly active in the region (see the discussion of Rus-
sian equities below for further details). The sheer number of actors with naval assets in the 
region spikes the risk of accidental escalation. The increasingly volatile situation in the East-
ern Mediterranean endows the United States with an interest in reducing the risks of two 
types of unintended conflicts: incidents between a NATO member and Russia that could lead 
to a NATO-Russia conflict, and clashes between NATO members (e.g., between Greece and 
Turkey) that could undermine and weaken the alliance and the U.S.-Turkey relationship. 

Chinese Equities
Overall, China has low stakes in Turkey’s regional role and strategic orientation. In some 
contrast with Chinese interests in the rest of Europe that are largely economic, China views 
Turkey more through a security lens. China also views Turkey as a middle power over which 
China and the United States are in competition, where one of China’s goals is to garner sup-
port for its global rise. Although substantive cooperation with Turkey thus far has been scant, 
China does not share any of the major U.S. interests with regard to Turkey’s future course and 
its orientation, marking an absence of rhetorical alignment.

19  For sources of tension and conflict between Russia and Turkey, see the section below on Russian equities. 
20  International Crisis Group, 2018.
21  Marc Pierini, “New Power Struggles in the Mediterranean,” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, July 30, 2020.
22  “Erdogan: Turkey Will Make No Concessions in Eastern Mediterranean,” Al Jazeera, August 27, 2020. 
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China’s interests in Turkey relate mainly to China’s domestic stability and generating 
international support for its rise. In recent years, the Chinese leadership has become increas-
ingly concerned about its control over the Uyghur ethnic minority group, a Turkic people 
who live mainly in the Xinjiang autonomous region. Bordering Central Asia, Xinjiang and its 
Uyghur population were loosely incorporated into the Chinese state in the pre-1911 dynas-
tic era, but the CCP has sought to increase control.23 This is especially true under Xi and in 
the wake of several terrorist incidents inside China over 2013–2015 that Beijing linked to the 
Uyghur independence movement.24 As the center of the global Uyghur diaspora with an esti-
mated 45,000 Uyghurs, Beijing views Turkey as having important influence over the wider 
Uyghur population, resulting in two priorities. First, China seeks cooperation with Istanbul 
on Uyghur issues under the guise of counterterrorism.25 This includes stopping Uyghurs from 
leaving the country, suppressing criticism of China by Uyghurs living in Turkey, extraditing 
those designated as “terrorists” back to China, and at least tolerating Chinese government 
overseas public validation of its Uyghur policies. Ankara has occasionally criticized China’s 
handling, as in 2019 when the Turkish Foreign Ministry called on Beijing to end its intern-
ment camps.26 However, more often Turkey has generally acquiesced to Chinese requests, 
even as China has placed Turkish citizens in its internment camps.27 Nonetheless, Turkey 
has been the most outspoken critic among Muslim leaders—especially compared with other 
authoritarian Muslim leaders, such as the Saudis—and China’s treatment of Uyghurs is a 
strain on the relationship.28

23  For recent leaks detailing Chinese government policies, see Austin Ramzy and Chris Buckley, “‘Abso-
lutely No Mercy’: Leaked Files Expose How China Organized Mass Detentions of Muslims,” New York 
Times, November 16, 2019; Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian, “Exposed: China’s Operating Manuals for Mass 
Internment and Arrest by Algorithm,” International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, November 24, 
2019.

For recent histories of Xinjiang, see James A. Millward, Eurasian Crossroads: A History of Xinjiang, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2007; Rian Thum, The Sacred Routes of Uyghur History, Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2014; and Justin M. Jacobs, Xinjiang and the Modern Chinese State, Seattle, 
Wash.: University of Washington Press, 2016.
24  For an overview of Chinese policies, see James Millward, “‘Reeducating’ Xinjiang’s Muslims,” New York 
Review of Books, February 7, 2019. 
25  For one example, see Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi Jinping Holds 
Talks with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey,” July 2, 2019b. 
26  Gerry Shih, “After Years of Silence, Turkey Rebukes China for Mass Detention of Muslim Uighurs,” 
Washington Post, February 10, 2019; Shannon Tiezzi, “Why Is Turkey Breaking Its Silence on China’s 
Uyghurs?” The Diplomat, February 12, 2019.
27  For Turkish citizens arrested in China, see Megha Rajagopalan and K. Murat Yildiz, “China Has Also 
Been Targeting Foreigners in Its Brutal Crackdown on Muslims,” Buzzfeed News, March 27, 2019. For criti-
cism of the Turkish approach to Xinjiang issues, see Asim Kashgarian, “Uighurs Concerned China Is Luring 
Turkey into Silence on Xinjiang,” Voice of America, February 19, 2020. For support to China, see “Turkey, 
China Pledge Security Cooperation,” Voice of America, August 3, 2017.
28  Ben Westcott, “Erdogan Says Xinjiang Camps Shouldn’t Spoil Turkey-China Relationship,” CNN, July 5, 
2019; Jun Mai, “Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s ‘Happy Xinjiang’ Comments ‘Mistranslated’ in 
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On the global stage, Beijing seeks Ankara’s support for China’s continued rise to global 
influence. Turkey’s status as a middle power and unique position astride both Europe and 
Asia give it weight in regional affairs, and thus China seeks its support. As one Chinese 
scholar explained in 2013, Turkey has close ties with three important world centers of power 
that are important to China: It is a Middle Eastern country, a NATO member state, and was 
then a quasi-member of the EU.29 China has sought to deepen political ties with Turkey. The 
two became “strategic cooperative partners” in 2010, and Turkey has joined several of China’s 
high-profile international initiatives, such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 
as a “dialogue partner” in 2012; the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), China’s 
alternative to the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, as a founding member in 
2015; and Xi’s prestige project, BRI, in 2016. Erdoğan’s increasingly authoritarian turn also 
finds support in Beijing, which supported Erdoğan after the attempted coup in 2016 and has 
been silent on Turkish domestic issues.30 

Turkey’s status as a NATO member also makes it an attractive partner for Chinese secu-
rity cooperation. The two have occasionally flirted with increased bilateral military coopera-
tion, notably a 2010 joint exercise that was Beijing’s first with a NATO member and a 2013 
plan for Beijing to sell its HQ-9 surface-to-air missile (SAM) system.31 Both of these events 
raised concerns in the United States about China’s access to U.S. and NATO technology—and 
seeking opportunities to train against U.S.-styled militaries as a way to learn how to defeat 
the U.S. military.32 However, China and Turkey have not held another major bilateral military 
exercise since, and in 2016 Turkey reversed its decision on SAM procurement, opting instead 
for Russia’s S-400.33 More broadly, China has been slowly increasing its military presence 
in the Red Sea area, and this has occasionally extended to the Mediterranean, including the 
2015 iteration of the “Joint Sea” China-Russia joint naval exercise.34

China,” South China Morning Post, July 22, 2019.
29  Xiao Xian, “China and Turkey: Forging a New Strategic Partnership,” Contemporary International Rela-
tions [现代国际关系(英文版)], January/February 2013. 
30  For Chinese views, see Wang Jin, “After the Failed Coup: A New Dawn for China-Turkey Relations?” The 
Diplomat, August 10, 2016; Yang Chen, “Developments in China–Turkey Relations: A View from China,” 
Critical Sociology, 2019. 
31  Jim Wolf, “China Mounts Air Exercise with Turkey, U.S. Says,” Reuters, October 8, 2010; Ethan Meick, 
China’s Potential Air Defense System Sale to Turkey and Implications for the United States, U.S.-China Eco-
nomic and Security Review Commission, December 2013.
32  A 2019 U.S. Department of Defense report notes, “The PLA Air Force has also conducted bilateral exer-
cises with Thailand and Turkey, allowing PLA pilots to train against F-16 fighters and gain insight into 
Western command and control systems” (U.S. Department of Defense, Assessment on U.S. Defense Implica-
tions of China’s Expanding Global Access, Washington, D.C., December 2018b, p. 9).
33  Mustafa Kibaroglu and Selim C. Sazak, “Why Turkey Chose, and Then Rejected, a Chinese Air-Defense 
Missile,” Defense One, February 3, 2016. 
34  Ben Blanchard, “China, Russia to Hold First Joint Mediterranean Naval Drills in May,” Reuters, April 30, 
2015; James Holmes, “Why Are Chinese and Russian Ships Prowling the Mediterranean?” Foreign Policy, 
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Far less important from Beijing’s perspective is the economic relationship. Turkey was 
China’s 35th-largest trading partner in 2018, and only its sixth-largest trading partner in 
the Middle East, with a total trade volume of roughly $22 billion, with a $14 billion sur-
plus.35 By contrast, China is Turkey’s third-largest trading partner overall, and largest in East 
Asia.36 Chinese investment is currently minimal, however, estimated at between $2 billion 
and $5.5 billion total, mainly in energy and infrastructure.37 Despite constant refrains for 
aligning China’s BRI with Turkey’s “Middle Corridor” economic development strategies, the 
China-Turkey economic relationship has not been doing well in recent years, with bilateral 
trade decreasing since its high of $28 billion in 2013.38 More important to China is Turkey’s 
geographic location as the nexus of Asia and Europe, as the BRI continues China’s emphasis 
on Turkey as a “gateway to Europe.”39 

China seeks to woo Turkey away from the United States under their common identity as 
developing countries in Asia, in opposition to the United States’ goals for Turkey’s strategic 
orientation. During Erdoğan’s July 2019 visit to China, Xi called for the two countries to 
“keep in contact and coordination in regional affairs and jointly advance political settlements 
for hotspot issues, to contribute to regional peace, stability and development.”40 This reflects 
China’s general support for Turkey to play a regional role, with the expectation that Ankara 
would orient itself toward Beijing, granting the latter latitude to influence Turkish policies 
when desired. Erdoğan has largely embraced Chinese rhetoric, although without adopting 
Xi’s overarching “community of common destiny” idea thus far.41

May 15, 2015.
35  World Bank, undated.
36  “China, Turkey Sign 2 MoUs to Boost Trade,” Xinhua, September 6, 2019; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Republic of Turkey, “Turkey–People’s Republic of China Economic and Trade Relations,” undated.
37  Turkey’s government gives $2 billion, while AEI gives $5.45 billion in investments, plus another $10.5 bil-
lion in infrastructure contracts (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey, undated; American 
Enterprise Institute, undated).
38  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey, undated; Su Qiang, “China, Turkey Leaders Aim 
for $100b Trade Target,” China Daily, October 9, 2010. Xi even addressed the trade imbalance during his 
2012 visit: Xi Jinping, “Vice President Xi Jinping’s Speech at the China-Turkey Economic and Trade Coop-
eration Forum,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, February 23, 2012; Altay 
Atli, “Making Sense of Turkey’s Rapprochement with China,” German Marshall Fund of the United States, 
November 26, 2018.
39  Xi, 2012.
40  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi Jinping Meets with President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey,” June 15, 2019a.
41  In an op-ed published during his 2019 visit to Beijing, Erdoğan said, 

Turkey shares China’s vision when it comes to serving world peace, preserving global security and stabil-
ity, promoting multilateralism, and upholding the principle of free trade. The world seeks a new, multipo-
lar balance today. The need for a new international order, which will serve the interests of all humanity, is 
crystal clear. Turkey and China, the world’s most ancient civilizations, have a responsibility to contribute 
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However, it seems that Erdoğan views Beijing primarily as an economic opportunity and 
secondarily as a convenient partner to leverage as a counterweight against the West, rather 
than a true long-term strategic partner.42 As a recent RAND report noted, Erdoğan has “not 
given up on the West,” but appears to hope that his balancing efforts with Russia and China 
will elicit “favorable policy changes” for Turkey.43 Ankara’s forward-leaning moves toward 
Beijing so far have often been short-lived and come at moments of weakened ties with Europe 
and the United States: The initial decision to buy a Chinese SAM system in 2013 may well 
have been an attempt at leveraging the United States to offer more technical cooperation 
on its PAC-3 offer, and Erdoğan’s musing of joining the SCO in 2016 came as the EU was 
moving to deny Turkey its long-sought entrance.44 Moreover, foreign analysts have noted that 
Turkey’s and China’s views of each other, and the relationship, are not aligned: China views 
Turkey through the lens of security issues, whereas Turkey views China through the lens of 
economic opportunity.45 This asymmetrical view was evident in the leaders’ remarks during 
their June 2019 meeting, where Xi said, “Under the current circumstances, the two sides 
should firmly support each other’s core interests and major concerns and strengthen counter-
terrorism cooperation.”46 Xi touted bilateral cooperation through the BRI, multilateral coor-
dination in the G20, and other international forums but did not actually mention economics. 
Erdoğan, by contrast, called for “expand[ing] cooperation in a wide range of fields such as 
economy, trade, finance and infrastructure construction.”47 As one Turkish scholar noted in 
2018, ultimately, 

It is not possible for Turkey to replace the West with China as its major partner and it is 
not trying to do so. . . . Turkey’s approach to a rising China is not much different than that 
of the EU countries. . . . Turkish policymakers aim, as their European counterparts do, to 
capitalize on China’s boom while avoiding excessive dependence on it.”48 

Nevertheless, Beijing would welcome deeper cooperation with Turkey if its fallout with the 
West ever becomes irreconcilable.

to building this new system. (Recep Tayyip Erdogan, “Turkey, China Share a Vision for Future,” Global 
Times, July 1, 2019) 

42  George Marshall Lerner, “In Turkey, U.S. Loss Is China’s Gain,” The Diplomat, January 31, 2017; Arran 
Elcoate, “Little Brothers Together: Turkey Turns to China,” The Diplomat, August 18, 2018.
43  Flanagan et al., 2020. 
44  On missile defense, see Townsend and Ellehuus, 2019.
45  Ahmet Faruk Isik and Zhiqiang Zou, “China-Turkey Security Cooperation Under the Background of the 
‘Belt and Road’ and the ‘Middle Corridor’ Initiatives,” Asian Journal of Middle Eastern and Islamic Stud-
ies, Vol. 13, No. 2, 2019.
46  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2019a.
47  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2019a.
48  Atli, 2018.
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Russian Equities
Because Turkey is important to multiple Russian national security interests, Russia has a 
considerable stake in its role and strategic orientation, which we assess to be at a medium 
level of importance. Although the relationship between Russia and Turkey is a turbulent one, 
Turkey is Russia’s neighbor, one of its biggest economic partners, and pivotal to multiple 
Russian objectives. Notably, Russia’s pursuit of dominance or freedom of action in the Black 
Sea and Eastern Mediterranean region and its regional strategy in the Middle East, among 
other objectives, require Turkish cooperation. Cooperation between Russia and Turkey along 
multiple fronts is underwritten by a shared interest in limiting U.S. and Western influence 
and a sense of grievance against the West and Western values.49 Because Russia is unlikely to 
acquiesce in Turkey’s potential decisive turn back to the West in the foreseeable future, Rus-
sia’s rhetorical alignment with U.S. interests is mixed at best. 

Dominance or freedom of action in the Black Sea has historically been and remains of 
immense importance to Russia. The nature of Russia’s interests in the Black Sea is only gener-
ally addressed in its main strategic documents: The Maritime Doctrine (2015), for example, 
declares that Russian maritime policy in the Black Sea and Sea of Azov is “based on expe-
dited restoration and comprehensive strengthening of the strategic positions of the Russian 
Federation as well as maintaining peace and stability in the region.”50 Experts converge on 
the view that the Black Sea is key to Russia’s strategy of restoring influence in the region that 
was diminished after the collapse of the Soviet Union—while limiting Western influences.51 
The Black Sea is also pivotal to Russia beyond the immediate Black Sea region: It is “the 
springboard, and the Turkish straits are the gateway, to Russian military power projection 
into the Eastern Mediterranean and the Levant.”52 This included Russia’s use of the Bospo-
rus for its so-called Syria Express, the naval supply line from its Black Sea ports to the Syrian 
battlefield.53 Accordingly, Russia has been gradually increasing its control over the Black Sea 

49  As Jeffrey Mankoff puts it, “Today’s Russo-Turkish entente grows out of a shared alienation from the 
West and its institutions, resulting in an ‘axis of the excluded’” (Jeffrey Mankoff, “Don’t Forget the Histori-
cal Context of Russo-Turkish Competition, War on the Rocks, April 7, 2020, using a phrase coined by Fiona 
Hill and Ömer Taşpınar, “Turkey and Russia: Axis of the Excluded?” Brookings Institution, March 1, 2006.
50  Government of Russia, “Морская доктрина Российской Федерации [Maritime Doctrine of the Rus-
sian Federation],” July 26, 2015. 
51  See Stephen Flanagan and Irina A. Chindea, “Russia’s Strategy in the Black Sea: How NATO Can Up Its 
Game,” RAND Blog, September 24, 2019, reporting the discussion with a group of 24 experts and former 
officials from Europe and the United States; see also Nikolas Gvosdev, “Russia’s Strategy in the Black Sea 
Basin,” War on the Rocks, August 2, 2018. Russia’s Foreign Policy doctrine states: “Russia’s approaches to 
working with partners in the Black Sea and Caspian Sea regions will be designed so as to reaffirm the com-
mitment to the goals and principles of the Charter of the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Coopera-
tion and taking into account the need to strengthen the mechanism of cooperation among the five Caspian 
States based on collective decision-making” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016).
52  Flanagan and Chindea, 2019, p. 3.
53  “Despite Tensions, Russia’s ‘Syria Express’ Sails by Istanbul,” Al-Monitor, April 10, 2018.
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coastline, by splitting Abkhazia from Georgia and annexing Crimea, as well as augment-
ing its military capabilities there.54 Moreover, as Russia and national security expert Nikolas 
Gvosdev puts it, Russia has been positioning itself as “the best arbiter for pressing regional 
issues,” sending the message that “Black Sea countries do not need the United States to get 
involved.”55 Turkey’s control over the Turkish Straits means that Russia’s continuing pursuit 
of Black Sea dominance requires Turkey’s cooperation.56 As Russian experts Sergei Marke-
donov and Alexander Dubowy observe, Russia therefore needs Turkey not to “blindly follow 
Washington’s lead on all matters . . . especially when it comes to the ‘internationalization’ of 
the Black Sea, which the United States, of course, sees as the strengthening of its positions.”57

Russia’s relationship with Turkey is most relevant in context of Russia’s interests in the 
Black Sea region, but it is also relevant to Russia’s interest in the Eastern Mediterranean, which 
is becoming of greater strategic consequence to Russia.58 Russia has used both the Black Sea 
and Eastern Mediterranean as strategic hubs for its military operations in Syria, Libya, and 
Ukraine, and recently it has been building up military presence to enable “more access and 
freedom of movement in the Mediterranean region.”59 Moreover, as various powers compete 
for natural energy sources in the Eastern Mediterranean—and particularly as Turkey seeks 
control over oil and gas sources off the coast of Cyprus—Russia has been aiming to increase 
its presence and influence in the Eastern Mediterranean to ensure that these new energy 
supplies do not undercut its status as the EU’s largest gas supplier.60 Turkish ambitions in 
the Eastern Mediterranean may thus serve as a nuisance or obstacle to Russia; but, just as in 
the Black Sea, Russia relies on Turkey for access to the Eastern Mediterranean and thus must 
maintain friendly enough relations with Turkey to ensure its continued access and freedom 
of navigation.

Turkey is likewise important to Russia’s regional ambitions in the Middle East.61 Most 
centrally, Russia’s decisive role in the Syrian conflict and Syria’s future assures that it must 
contend with Turkey. As of early 2021, the focal point of the Russia-Turkey relationship is 
Idlib, one of the last regions in Western Syria not under President Bashir al-Assad’s control, 

54  Flanagan and Chindea, 2019, pp. 6–8; Gvosdev, 2018.
55  Gvosdev, 2018.
56  Binnendijk, 2020, p. 130.
57  Sergey Markedonov and Alexander Dubowy, “Neutrality for the Black Sea Region Countries: Abstrac-
tion, Unattainable Goal or Effective Model?” Russian International Affairs Council, March 2, 2020. 
58  Robert E. Hamilton, “NATO Needs to Focus on the Black Sea,” Defense One, August 4, 2020. 
59  Colin P. Clarke, William Courtney, and Bruce McClintock, “Russia Is Eyeing the Mediterranean. The 
U.S. and NATO Must Be Prepared,” RAND Blog, June 30, 2020.
60  Omid Shokri, “Energy Resources and the New Great Game in the Eastern Mediterranean,” Eurasia Daily 
Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 137, Jamestown Foundation, October 1, 2020; Clarke, Courtney, and McClintock, 
2020; “Defusing Tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean,” Financial Times, August 18, 2020.
61  See Binnendijk, 2020, p. 130.
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and Turkey’s control over the northern stretch of the province assures its importance to Rus-
sia’s goals of reclaiming the “sovereignty and territorial integrity” of Syria—under Assad’s 
regime.62 In Idlib, Russia and Turkey have agreed to joint patrols on a major road that bisects 
the main line of contact; a similar approach is underway in northeast Syria, where Turkey’s 
incursion also requires coordination with Russia to avoid heightened Turkey-Syria regime 
fighting. Partnering with Turkey serves Russia’s goal to reduce U.S. influence in Syria and in 
the region more broadly. Along with Iran, Turkey and Russia have asserted leading roles in 
the attempt to reach a political settlement in Syria through the Astana process, which inten-
tionally excludes the United States.63 In addition, bilateral agreements between Russia and 
Turkey on cease-fires in Syria (outside Astana) have been a major part of determining the 
course of the conflict. 

Unsurprisingly, Russia is manifestly opposed to the prospect of Turkey being a better 
NATO member or conforming to Western political values in its domestic regime. Accord-
ingly, Russian policies and actions have sought to exacerbate the tensions between Turkey 
and the United States, NATO, and the EU.64 To that end, and to stabilize its own relationship 
with Turkey, Russia has pursued arms sales—most notably, of the S-400 air defense system, 
though this was largely driven by Turkey’s request for the system rather than Russia pushing 
for the sale—and deepened economic cooperation, in particular with regard to energy—with 
the TurkStream gas pipeline beginning operations in January 2020 and the construction of 
the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant.65

A key feature of the Russia-Turkey relationship is its turbulence, which stems from several 
incompatible interests and ambitions. At present, the most volatile conditions for conflict 
are created by the site of the most significant Russia-Turkey cooperation, Syria. Turkish and 
Russian interests in Syria have diverged from the outset of the conflict, with Turkey favoring 
Assad’s ouster and Russia seeking to preserve the regime.66 Russia seeks to maintain ties with 
the Kurdish communities in Syria, a portion of which (the Syrian PYD) Turkey views as syn-

62  Vladimir Putin, Заявления для прессы по итогам российско-турецких переговоров [Statements to 
the Press on the Results of the Russo-Turkish Talks],” Kremlin, March 5, 2020a. 
63  According to an expert assessment by a French diplomat, the entire Astana process was “built mainly 
around Turkey in order to pull Ankara further away from its Western partners” (Charles Thépaut, “The 
Astana Process: A Flexible but Fragile Showcase for Russia,” Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 
April 28, 2020a). 
64  See, e.g., Katherine Costello, Russia’s Use of Media and Information Operations in Turkey: Implications 
for the United States, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-278-A, 2018. 
65  Gazprom, “TurkStream,” webpage, undated; Selcan Hacaoglu, “Erdogan, Putin Build Trade Ties as 
Proxies Face Off in Libya,” Bloomberg, January 7, 2020. For a discussion of how Russia has been advancing 
these goals, see Flanagan and Chindea, 2019.
66  Russia’s interests in Syria are addressed in more detail in Chapter Eight. See also Alexey Khlebnikov, 
interviewed in “Of Russian Prospects in the Middle East,” Russian Roulette, Episode 94, December 17, 2019.
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onymous with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, which Turks consider a terrorist organization.67 
Although the two view each other as indispensable to an eventual settlement, which they 
have pursued through the Astana diplomatic process, Russia and Turkey remain at odds 
about the future of Syria. Their differences translate into the risk of unintended clashes at 
the operational level. In a prominent incident in February 2020, after Russia’s months-long 
offensive against rebels backed by Turkey in Idlib, Russia bombed Turkish positions in Idlib 
province in Syria, precipitating a crisis that brought the world as close as ever to a use of force 
scenario between a NATO member and Russia.68 How great a risk a direct Russia-Turkey 
conflict Syria presents is uncertain, however. Putin has emphasized that the two states have 
always found a compromise to their disagreements.69 Some experts also conclude that Russia 
and Turkey are very much invested in keeping conflict at bay: Russian experts Malashenko 
and Khlebnikov doubt that escalation is likely—at least not over incidents such as the 2020 
bombing of Turkish positions near Idlib.70 Jeffrey Mankoff, an authoritative American expert 
on Russian foreign policy, concludes that the lengths to which Russia and Turkey have gone 
to avoid escalation to date “indicate the importance that Erdoğan and Putin assign to keeping 
their competition in Syria manageable while they focus on their more fundamental quarrels 
with the West.”71

However, Syria is not the only point of tension that makes hostilities possible. Seeds of 
conflict between Russia and Turkey are present throughout. Russia and Turkey are back-
ing opposing sides in Libya, with Turkey sending troops to support the current Libyan gov-
ernment and Moscow proxies supporting militia strongman Khalifa Haftar.72 At a certain 
point, Turkey may begin to perceive Russia’s Black Sea ambitions as seeking to diminish its 
own prerogatives.73 Turkey does not recognize Russia’s annexation of Crimea, has signed a 
comprehensive defense cooperation deal with Kyiv, and objects to Russia’s treatment of the 

67  Nicholas Morgan, “Moscow Plays Turkey and Kurds Against Each Other,” Ahval News, December 13, 
2019; Megan Specia, “Why Is Turkey Fighting the Kurds in Syria?” New York Times, October 9, 2019a. 
Reports suggest a possible coordination between the YPG and Russia in the wake of the U.S. redeploy-
ment away from northeastern Syria and the subsequent Turkish offensive Operation Peace Spring (Matthew 
Ayton, “Amid US Uncertainty in Syria, Kurdish YPG Eyes Bolstering Ties with Russia,” Atlantic Council, 
March 23, 2020). 
68  Carlotta Gall, “Airstrike Hits Turkish Forces in Syria, Raising Fears of Escalation,” New York Times, Feb-
ruary 27, 2020. 
69  Putin, 2020a. 
70  Charles Maynes, “Russia, Turkey Are on the Edge in Syria,” Voice of America, February 28, 2020.
71  Mankoff, 2020.
72  Hacaoglu, 2020; Michelle Nichols, “Up to 1,200 Deployed in Libya by Russian Military Group: UN 
Report,” Reuters, May 6, 2020a.
73  Binnendijk, 2020, p. 130.
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Turkic Crimean Tatars.74 Turkey and Russia backed opposing sides in the Balkan conflicts 
of the 1990s and, more centrally to Russia’s interests, in the conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan.75 As we observed in the discussion of U.S. equities above, all of these areas of 
opposition contribute to the risk that a NATO member becomes involved in a conflict with 
Russia.76 Avoiding such a conflict is arguably in the interests of all parties involved—Russia, 
Turkey, and NATO members. 

Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, there is no trade space for cooperation with either Russia or China that 
would advance U.S. interests with respect to most U.S. interests regarding Turkey. Both Russia 
and China seek to push Turkey further away from NATO and the West, although Turkey is 
of greater consequence to Russia than China. We assess that a relatively narrow trade space 
for cooperation does exist in theory between the United States and Russia, centered on reducing 
the risks of unintended conflict or escalation as in the rest of Europe. The same trade space is 
likely absent for China, because of China’s lack of meaningful interest. However, although the 
space for cooperation exists, there is not much evidence that Russia is willing to cooperate in 
theaters that centrally involve Turkey, leading to our assessment that its willingness to do so 
is low. 

Reducing Risks of Unintended Conflict
As is the case in the Baltic region discussed in Chapter Four, the potential for rapid, unin-
tended escalation between Turkey and Russia in the Black Sea region and to a lesser extent 
in the Eastern Mediterranean—in addition to Syria and the Middle East more broadly—has 
been in evidence since 2014.77 Turkey’s allegedly accidental downing of a Russian aircraft 
over Syria in November 2015, the 2016 assassination of the Russian ambassador in Turkey, 
and Russia’s 2020 bombings of Turkish positions in Idlib province in Syria could well have 
escalated further, even potentially sparking NATO-Russia conflict.78 In the 2020 clash, the 
risk of conflict was sufficient for some NATO allies to join with Turkey to demand a cease-

74  Faruk Zorlu and Gözde Bayar, “Turkey Repeats No Recognition of Annexation of Crimea,” Anadolu 
Agency, February 3, 2020; “Ukraine, Turkey Sign Framework Agreement on Cooperation in Defense 
Sector,” UNIAN Information Agency, February 4, 2020; “Crimean Tatar Leaders Freed from Jail After 
Turkey Intervenes,” Hurriyet Daily News, October 25, 2017.
75  Mankoff, 2020.
76  Mankoff, 2020.
77  Syria is also an obvious theater for accidental escalation between Turkey and Russia, but given this chap-
ter’s geographic focus on Europe, issues related to Turkish and Russian operations in Syria are addressed in 
Chapter Eight.
78  Browne et al., 2019. 
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fire and prompted efforts by Angela Merkel and Macron to defuse the crisis.79 Because the 
potential avenues for cooperation—if not the assessment about the likelihood of such—look 
very similar to those previously discussed in relation to the Baltics, we treat these very briefly 
in this chapter. 

Subregional Conventional Arms Control and Confidence- and Security-Building 
Measures
Similar to proposals for the Baltic region, the United States and Russia could consider craft-
ing subregional CAC agreements specific to the Black or Eastern Mediterranean Seas, mod-
eled on the limits on conventional weaponry and the level of forces specified in the now-
obsolete CFE. In the Black Sea in particular, Russia might have some notional incentive for 
a reciprocal reduction of capabilities and force levels: Russia has vocally opposed NATO’s 
“Tailored Forward Presence” in the Black Sea region, which since its implementation in 2016 
has consisted of frequent exercises and the deployment of a “multinational brigade” to Roma-
nia.80 On the other hand, Russian objections to NATO’s activities around the Black Sea might 
only go one way, without a corresponding readiness to scale back its own military footprint. 
Despite playing an active role in the Tailored Forward Presence, Turkey itself has opposed 
Romanian proposals for a permanent NATO presence in the Black Sea region in the form 
of a regional naval command, indicating potential Turkish willingness to consider limits 
on conventional capabilities in the Black Sea—as long as it feels protected against Russian 
incursions.81 

As in the Baltics, experts have also called for updating the Vienna Document to close 
existing loopholes regarding notification and observation of Russian snap exercises to 
increase transparency and avoiding misperception of activities in the Black Sea.82 Russia has 
employed snap exercises in the Black Sea to intimidate Turkey in the past and to facilitate 
military operations against Ukraine (either by distracting from ongoing operations or help-
ing preposition equipment and troops).83 The same CSBMs previously raised in the context 
of the Baltics and broader Euro-Atlantic security could also reduce the risks in these theaters, 
such as cooperation through the NATO-Russia Council. 

In addition to the same proposals as are made for the Baltics, and beyond the Black and 
Eastern Mediterranean sea regions, expert proposals have been put forth to manage escala-
tion risks in other sites where Russia and Turkey might clash—notably, in the context of the 

79  Maynes, 2020; “Merkel, Macron Seek Syria Talks with Putin and Erdogan,” France24, February 20, 2020. 
80  International Crisis Group, 2018.
81  “Turkey Opposed Permanent NATO Presence in the Black Sea, Rebuffed Romanian Proposal,” Nordic 
Monitor, January 16, 2020. 
82  Pavel Felgenhauer, “Sudden Massive Snap Exercise and Mobilization of Russian Forces in Black Sea and 
Caspian Region Appears Aimed at Turkey,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 13, No. 29, Jamestown Foundation, 
February 11, 2016.
83  Norberg, 2014; Melvin, 2018.
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dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh. Prior to the recent out-
break of armed conflict over the territory, some experts had suggested that the United States, 
Turkey, and Russia could cooperate more through the OSCE Minsk Group to reduce the risks 
of escalation due to the increasing militarization around Nagorno-Karabakh—for example, 
through “restricting the supply of heavy and advanced arms to the conflict parties.”84 The 
2020 outbreak of hostilities, preceded by considerable militarization, dates such propos-
als somewhat. However, as the resurgence—and the terms of the ceasefire agreement—of 
the conflict indicate, Nagorno-Karabakh will continue to represent a potential flashpoint 
that could provoke escalation between Russia and Turkey. Although a fuller discussion of 
the issue is beyond the scope of this analysis, Russia’s role as the “security guarantor of this 
Armenian-inhabited territory of Azerbaijan against reincorporation by the same Azerbai-
jan,” which is firmly backed by Turkey, appears to entrench potential for tensions and clash-
es.85 It may therefore serve the interests of the United States and NATO allies to consider how 
to lower these risks in the future—whether through more energetic Minsk Group activity or 
other channels. 

Deconfliction and Escalation Management Mechanisms
The same hypothetical avenues for reducing risks of unintended clashes and escalation as 
were discussed in the Baltics chapter could be tailored to the Black Sea and the Eastern Medi-
terranean: reestablishing military-to-military crisis communications channels, which are 
currently lacking between NATO and Russia at the working level,86 and updating the bilateral 
agreements between NATO member states and Russia to manage military-military encoun-
ters in the air and on the seas, potentially modeled on the INCSEA, the DMA, and/or the 
Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea. On the crisis communication front, in addition to 
possible NATO-Russia channels involving Turkey, the United States could encourage Turkey 
to institute more robust deconfliction and communication channels with Russia to mitigate 
the risk of escalation bilaterally.87 On the agreements front, none of the NATO Black Sea 

84  Melvin, 2018, p. 69.
85  Vladimir Socor, “Russia’s ‘Peacekeeping’ Operation in Karabakh: Foundation of a Russian Protectorate 
(Part One),” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 174, Jamestown Foundation, December 8, 2020. See also 
Can Kasapoglu, “Veiled Counter-Balancing: The Peacekeeping ‘Arrangement’ Between Turkey and Russia 
in Karabakh,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 181, Jamestown Foundation, December 18, 2020. Orhan 
Coskun, “Turkey, Russia at Odds over Turkish Military Post in Azerbaijan—Source,” Reuters, Novem-
ber 23, 2020. 
86  As one analyst cautioned in relation to the Black Sea, “While existing channels of communication have 
so far enabled [NATO and Russia] to mitigate unintended consequences, the layer of engagement between 
parties remains thin” (Igor Istomin, “Not Your Father’s Arms Control: Challenges for Stabilizing Military 
Confrontation in Europe,” Green Political Foundation, April 29, 2020).
87 A three-way discussion along these lines would not be unprecedented in recent years, as similar discus-
sions occurred in the Syrian context (Michael R. Gordon, “Top U.S. General Discusses Syria with Counter-
parts from Russia and Turkey,” New York Times, March 7, 2017).
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states currently have bilateral agreements with Russia similar to the INCSEA. Accordingly, 
the United States could encourage Turkey, Romania, and Bulgaria to enter into individual 
agreements with Russia while also seeking to implement a collective NATO-Russia INCSEA-
style agreement. In the Eastern Mediterranean, clashes are probably more likely between 
NATO members than between Turkey and Russia. Thus, deconfliction mechanisms should, 
at minimum, include NATO members Turkey, France, Greece, and Italy—plus potentially 
Cyprus—as these are the states most likely to encounter each other in this area.

Although Russia has generally acted in ways that demonstrate some willingness to engage 
on some measures that limit conventional arms and build confidence and security in Europe 
more broadly, there has been less discussion of measures focused squarely on the two regions 
at hand.88 Russian officials have proposed—though, as previously noted, the meaningfulness 
of these proposals is debatable—security-enhancing steps at a more regional level, including 
decreasing or suspending military exercises in the Black Sea region.89 And Russia has histori-
cally cooperated on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict with the United States and other Euro-
pean powers through the Minsk Group. However, both Russia and Turkey manifestly prefer 
to manage their relationship without the involvement of Western powers, which is playing 
out both in the context of Syria and, most recently, in the context of the negotiated ceasefire 
over Nagorno-Karabakh, which sidelined the Minsk Group.90 Although we assess that there 
is some trade space to seek cooperative ways of reducing risks of unintended conflict, evi-
dence that Russia is willing to engage on measures aimed at managing risks associated with 
its relationship with Turkey is not abundant—and we therefore assess it as low. 

Table 6.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

88  Prior to the downturn in relations, there were cooperative initiatives between NATO and Russia on 
the Black Sea, including the Vigilant Skies exercise in 2011, designed to enhance “cooperation on airspace 
surveillance and air traffic coordination against terrorist attacks using civilian aircraft” (Atlantic Council, 
“NATO and Russia Conclude Training Exercise, Vigilant Skies 2012,” November 15, 2012). See also Chuck 
Paone, “‘Vigilant Skies’ Brings ESC-Infused NATO, Russian Effort to Fruition,” U.S. Air Force, June 24, 
2011.
89  See discussion of same in Chapters Three and Four.
90  For further analysis, see Noah Ringler, “The Armenia-Azerbaijan Ceasefire Terms: A Tenuous Hope 
for Peace,” Just Security, November 27, 2020; Daria Isachenko, “Turkey–Russia Partnership in the War over 
Nagorno-Karabakh,” German Institute for International and Security Affairs, SWP Comment, November 
2020. 
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TABLE 6.1

Interest in Cooperation on Turkey

 China Russia

How important is the issue area Low Medium

Space for cooperation

Rhetorical alignment No Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate Low Low

Obstacles 
The obstacles facing U.S.-Russia cooperation with regard to Turkey also largely mirror the 
obstacles facing cooperation in the Baltics. 

First, the lack of mutual trust plagues initiatives at arms control agreements, CSBMs, 
and deconfliction measures, as the United States mistrusts Russia’s commitments based on a 
record of noncompliance and brinksmanship. 

Second, any prospective cooperation in the Black and Eastern Mediterranean Seas would 
involve multiple third-party stakeholders with divergent interests and threat perceptions. 
Key among these is Turkey, without whom it is nearly impossible to engage in any U.S.-Russia 
cooperation in the Black Sea. Turkey has a very different view of Russia than do the other 
NATO actors in the Black Sea region (or, of course, than Ukraine). Turkey views Russia as a 
threat in the Black Sea, but it also values and needs a good relationship with Russia.91 Turkey 
likely prefers as limited a NATO presence or role as possible—just enough to deter Russia 
from encroaching on Turkish interests and freedom of operation in the Black Sea, while 
allowing Turkey freedom of action to shape the relationship with Russia.92 Over time, Turkey 
has vacillated in its preferences on NATO involvement in the Black Sea. At times when Turkey 
deems Russian activity in the Black Sea to pose a particularly acute threat, it has indicated 
interest in availing itself of NATO’s deterrent power to hedge against Russian power projec-
tion in the Black Sea.93 However, at other times, Turkey’s interest has cooled—for example, as 
it rejected Romanian proposals for a permanent NATO presence.94 Because Turkey’s prior-
ity is to retain dominance over the Black Sea, it seeks to minimize both NATO and Russian 

91  Reynolds, 2019. 
92  Interview with EUCOM official, phone, August 6, 2020.
93  For example, International Crisis Group, 2018; Joshua Kucera, “Erdogan, in Plea to NATO, Says Black 
Sea Has Become ‘Russian Lake,’” Eurasianet, May 12, 2016.
94  Marian Chiriac, “Romania Calls for Permanent NATO Black Sea Force,” Balkan Insight, February 2, 
2016; Luke Coffey, “While the U.S. Is Not a Black Sea Country, It Needs to Be a Black Sea Power,” Middle 
East Institute, July 21, 2020; “Turkey Opposed Permanent NATO Presence in the Black Sea, Rebuffed 
Romanian Proposal,” 2020.
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presence whenever possible, playing the two off each other.95 Whether or not Turkey would 
be amenable to NATO-Russia cooperation in the Black Sea depends on the situation at a 
given point in time. Outside the Black Sea context, as noted above with regard to Syria and 
the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh ceasefire, Turkey prefers to deal with Russia without Western 
involvement. In contrast to Turkey’s mercurial position, Romania and Ukraine would all like 
to see heavier NATO presence in the region, which they view as needed to prevent Russian 
aggression in and by means of the Black Sea. Bulgaria, which has traditionally had friendlier 
relations with Russia, might welcome efforts to ease U.S./NATO-Russia tensions in the Black 
Sea. These different views of the threat once again make it difficult to come to a consensus on 
the best course of action or acceptable level of cooperation with Russia for the region, even if 
they are aimed at reducing the threat of accidental escalation. 

Third, despite the increasing potential for unintentional escalation in the Black and East-
ern Mediterranean Seas, neither the United States nor Russia have prioritized addressing these 
issues. The perceived lack of immediacy means that political will and attention to engage in 
arms control or escalation management in the Black and Eastern Mediterranean Sea is even 
lower than in the Baltics, given that the United States does not view Russian aggression as a 
severe threat in the Black Sea—and even less so in the Eastern Mediterranean.96 Russia views 
both its ability to operate in the Black Sea and its relationship with Turkey as crucial strategic 
elements; and, to the extent that urgency appears, Russia is more likely to engage in direct 
dialogue with Turkey than to engage in multilateral efforts with the United States or NATO. 

Fourth, the same issue linkages that complicate negotiations on traditional instruments 
for CAC and CSBMs addressed in the context of broader Euro-Atlantic security (Chap-
ter Three) would complicate negotiations on subregional measures—although subregional 
proposals have not been the focus of official attention. 

And, finally, the same legal constraints discussed in relation to the Baltics and broader 
Euro-Atlantic security (the limits on bilateral military-to-military cooperation) constrain 
options for U.S.-Russia cooperation regarding Turkey. 

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation 

Cooperating with Russia in the Black and Eastern Mediterranean Sea region would have 
a negligible effect on relationships with China, given the relatively low stakes it has in the 
region. It is conceivable that U.S.-Russia-Turkey cooperation could irritate China, given 
its desire to pull Turkey away from Western influence, but such cooperation is unlikely to 
prompt strong reactions from China given the limited scope of the proposed measures for 
cooperation. 

95  Interview with former U.S. defense official, phone, July 20, 2020; International Crisis Group, 2018.
96  Interview with EUCOM official, phone, August 6, 2020; interview with U.S. Air Force officer, phone, 
June 26, 2020.
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Second, as is the case for most avenues for cooperation, building trust could facilitate 
future cooperative endeavors: For example, successful initiatives might reduce risks enough 
to allow NATO to shift some of its focus back to combating threats such as terrorism and ille-
gal trafficking, on which it was focused prior to 2014 and where there may be some room for 
cooperation with Russia (explored in a companion report on the global commons).97 More-
over, cooperation on deconfliction mechanisms between NATO and Russia in the Eastern 
Mediterranean could potentially also have the positive effect of reducing the risk of acciden-
tal intra-NATO clashes in the region.98 

Third, however, cooperation may come at the potential reduction of options for bolstering 
U.S. and NATO deterrence of Russia in the Black and Eastern Mediterranean Seas.99 And as 
in the Baltics, the difference in threat perceptions among the Black Sea states and others in 
the region could potentially cause some states to view agreements between the United States 
and Russia as being on the net detrimental to their security. A number of recent proposals 
for increasing Black Sea security bank heavily on the deterrence side of the balance, which 
would be at least in tension with pursuing cooperative approaches.100 Similar concerns ani-
mate policy arguments in favor of greater U.S. and NATO military presence in the Western 
Mediterranean to deter aggressive or risky Russian actions and to reassure allies.101 However, 
the contours and magnitude of such adverse second-order effects depend entirely on the pre-
cise nature of the cooperative initiative and on whether and to what extend the United States 
succeeds in reassuring and address allies’ concerns.

Conclusion

In our assessment, the trade space for cooperation concerning Turkey is narrow—and Rus-
sia’s willingness to engage within that space is likely low, chiefly because subregional ini-
tiatives have not enjoyed much official attention and because Russia very likely prefers to 
manage the risks in its relationship with Turkey bilaterally. Nonetheless, it is worth keeping 
the options on the menu for consideration by both the United States and Russia. Both the 
Black and Mediterranean Seas are environments prone to accidental escalation, and an inci-
dent between any NATO member and Russia in these regions could result in escalation into 
a full-scale NATO-Russia conflict—an outcome neither the United States nor Russia wants. 
Therefore, pursuing additional or enhanced CAC- and CSBM-related measures and decon-
fliction mechanisms could be mutually beneficial to the United States and Russia. As in other 

97  International Crisis Group, 2018.
98  Interview with EUCOM official, phone, August 6, 2020. 
99  See Chapter Four for a more complete discussion of these dynamics.
100 Ben Hodges, Janusz Bugajski, and Peter B. Doran, “Strengthening NATO’s Eastern Flank: A Strategy for 
Baltic-Black Sea Coherence,” Center for European Policy Analysis, 2019.
101  Clarke, Courtney, and McClintock, 2020.
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theaters, progress on any smaller-scale issues could translate into improved U.S.-Russia rela-
tions and the capacity to cooperate in more ambitious ways. However, while the proposed 
cooperative measures for this region are similar in scope to those we suggest for the Baltics, 
the lack of perceived urgency and interest and the third-party problems (namely, Turkey’s 
grip over U.S.-Russia relations in the region) are more severe here than in the Baltics. There-
fore, although some of the discussed measures may be in the mutual interests of the United 
States, Russia, and Turkey and therefore at least merit consideration, the current severity of 
the obstacles likely precludes any such cooperative ventures in the near term. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Future of Ukraine

The conflict in Ukraine has been ongoing since 2014 and has claimed more than 10,000 civil-
ian casualties, according to UN estimates.1 The conflict has entered a stalemate, but limited 
violence periodically breaks out. The future of the conflict in Ukraine’s east is of immediate 
and obvious interest to Russia, which views Ukraine’s orientation as vital to its own national 
security. The simmering conflict on the European continent is also of serious concern to 
European countries and, because Ukraine is a long-time NATO partner, the United States. 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine triggered a virtual breakdown of relations between the 
Western world and Russia, but the course of the conflict will of necessity depend on Russia’s 
actions. The power imbalance between Russia and Ukraine would allow Russia to force its 
preferred outcomes in the absence of Western participation or pressure. In this chapter, we 
stay away from the issues surrounding the broader rift in relations (and from the contentious 
question of Ukraine’s NATO membership in the future) and focus on the potential for coop-
eration in the interest of stabilizing and ultimately ending the conflict in Ukraine’s east. To 
be clear, as those with the deepest expertise on the subject argue, there can be no long-term, 
sustainable, and secure future for Ukraine without a resolution of the broader questions on 
Euro-Atlantic security that divide Russia and the West.2 Thus, here we explore an inherently 
less permanent and more conditional set of solutions to the continuing harms and risks cre-
ated by the simmering conflict in the Donbas.

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian interests regarding Ukraine’s 
future—most centrally, insofar as involves the course of the ongoing conflict. Next, we iden-
tify specific avenues of cooperation in the narrow space where U.S. and Russian interests 
are aligned, consider the evidence that Russia is or could be willing to cooperate along these 
avenues, and identify obstacles to progress in this regard. Finally, as with the preceding chap-
ters, we identify salient potential second-order effects of pursuing cooperation within the 
viable trade space.

1  United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, “Human Rights Council Discusses 
Oral Update on the Human Rights Situation in Ukraine,” July 3, 2018. 
2  See, e.g., Charap and Colton, 2016. 



Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

126

Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities
Russia’s annexation of Crimea and aggression in Eastern Ukraine sparked debate among pol-
icymakers over the extent and nature of U.S. equities in Ukraine. Russia’s actions in the coun-
try marked the first time in recent history that a European state’s territorial integrity was 
violated by another state, upending the U.S. and Western vision of a post–Cold War Europe 
whole, free, and at peace. Although aspects of U.S. policy have been inconsistent, high-level 
strategic and policy documents make clear that the enduring American interests entail sup-
port for Ukrainian sovereignty, territorial integrity, and stability.3 

Ukraine is not a member of NATO, but it has been a key NATO partner since the end of 
the Cold War and has contributed to NATO missions through NATO’s Partnership for Peace 
and other forums. To that end, the existing members of NATO reached an agreement at the 
Bucharest Summit in 2008 that Ukraine (and Georgia) would join NATO in future.4 The 
Bucharest Summit Declaration does not give a timeline for Ukrainian accession to NATO, 
however, stating rather vaguely that “NATO welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations for membership in NATO,” “agree[s] . . . that these countries will become members 
of NATO,” and notes that it supports the two states’ applications for a Membership Action 
Plan, which is “the next step for Ukraine and Georgia on their direct way to membership.”5

Despite this declaration of support, Ukraine has not yet been permitted to join NATO’s 
Membership Action Plan, and progress on this front has stalled amid the politically vol-
atile situation generated by Russia’s military action in Ukraine in 2014. Still, NATO offi-
cially maintains that “a sovereign, independent and stable Ukraine, firmly committed to 
democracy and the rule of law, is key to Euro-Atlantic security” and as recently as April 2019 
affirmed its “open door” policy for aspirant countries.6 Ultimately, even if NATO member-
ship for Ukraine is not viable, the United States still seeks to preserve Ukraine’s pro-West 
orientation and ensure that it works as closely with NATO as possible. 

U.S. public declarations and documents roundly condemn the Russian intervention in 
Ukraine, declaring U.S. commitment to protecting Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity. The Ukraine Freedom Support Act of 2014, for instance, states that “It is U.S. policy 
to assist the government of Ukraine in restoring its sovereignty and territorial integrity in 
order to deter the government of the Russian Federation from further destabilizing and 

3  U.S. interests in Ukraine have been occasionally questioned. See, for instance, Reid Standish and Robbie 
Gramer, “Behind Pompeo’s Big ‘We Care’ Trip to Ukraine,” Foreign Policy, January 29, 2020. 
4  North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “Enlargement,” February 3, 2020a. 
5  North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “Bucharest Summit Declaration,” April 3, 2008. 
6  North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “Relations with Ukraine,” November 4, 2019c; North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization, “Statement on the Occasion of NATO’s 70th Anniversary,” April 4, 2019a. 
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invading Ukraine and other independent countries in Eastern Europe and Central Asia.”7 
The 2017 NSS also identifies the violation of Ukrainian sovereignty as a threat.8 The FY 2020 
NDAA similarly declares that “Russia’s violations of the sovereignty and territorial integ-
rity of Georgia and Ukraine, and Russia’s ongoing destabilizing and aggressive behavior, has 
undermined peace, security, and stability in Europe and beyond.”9 The United States has 
been clear that it does not recognize Russia’s claims to Crimea, which was reaffirmed in 
2018 when former Secretary of State Michael Pompeo issued the “Crimea Declaration.”10 The 
Countering Russian Influence in Europe and Eurasia Act of 2017 (CRIEEA) also states that it 
is the policy of the United States “to never recognize the illegal annexation of Crimea by the 
Government of the Russian Federation or the separation of any portion of Ukrainian terri-
tory through the use of military force.”11 

The United States has also expressed its interest in promoting democratic and economic 
reform in Ukraine as part of its efforts to integrate Ukraine into pro-Western, Euro-Atlantic 
institutions. Accordingly, the 2018 NDS focuses on the threats to democracy in Ukraine, 
calling out Russia not only for the militarized aggression against its neighbors, but also for 
the “use of emerging technologies to discredit and subvert democratic processes in Georgia, 
Crimea, and eastern Ukraine.”12 The U.S. Department of State declares that because of the 
“great importance” that the United States attaches to “the success of Ukraine as a free and 
democratic state with a flourishing market economy,” U.S. policy “support[s] Ukraine in the 
face of continued Russian aggression as it advances reforms to strengthen democratic insti-
tutions, fight corruption, and promote conditions for economic growth and competition.”13 
The United States has trade relations with Ukraine, as reflected in the creation of the U.S.-
Ukraine Council on Trade and Investment; ensuring a democratic, open Ukraine thus also 
protects U.S. economic interests. Additionally, the United States has articulated an interest 
in supporting a “secure, democratic, prosperous, and free Ukraine, fully integrated into the 
Euro-Atlantic community,” as the United States, together with the EU, has over the past few 
decades helped Ukraine in crafting a decidedly European, pro-Western identity for itself.14 

7  Public Law 113-272, Ukraine Freedom Support Act of 2014, December 18, 2014. 
8  NSS, 2017.
9  Public Law 113-272, 2014, p. 450.
10  Michael Pompeo, “Crimea Declaration: Press Statement by Michael R. Pompeo, Secretary of State,” U.S. 
Department of State, July 25, 2018b. 
11  Title II of Public Law 115-44, Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), 
August 2, 2017.
12  NDS, 2018, p. 4.
13  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, “U.S. Relations with Ukraine,” 
October 10, 2019a. 
14  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, 2019a. 
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Pursuant to these goals, the United States has provided significant security assistance to 
Ukraine in the form of financial aid, military equipment, and training.15 

In view of the above, as well as the evident humanitarian concerns, the United States 
has an interest in seeking an end to the current conflict or, failing that, at least preventing 
the conflict from escalating. Ukraine borders several NATO members that could be nega-
tively affected by the unrest in Ukraine; moreover, should the conflict spill over into NATO 
countries, the United States may be called to assist its allies. As an OSCE Network of experts 
observe, “Full war between Ukraine and Russia would change the entire politico-military 
situation in Europe dramatically and push it to an escalation level not experienced since the 
worst periods of the Cold War.”16 The United States has an interest in avoiding such scenarios 
by seeking a cessation of hostilities and a diplomatic solution to the conflict. 

Conflict resolution in Ukraine has focused on the Minsk II agreement, a set of measures 
developed in 2015 by the “Normandy Four”—Russia, Ukraine, Germany, and France—to 
replace the failed Minsk I agreement. The Minsk II agreement includes measures that would 
end hostilities, including a ceasefire and withdrawal of heavy weapons and foreign fighters, 
release and exchange of prisoners, and OSCE monitoring and verification.17 Measures also 
include restoration of Ukraine’s control over the Ukraine-Russia border, which is to be imple-
mented concurrently with measures aimed at political settlement—i.e., the holding of local 
elections and granting a special status to the non-government-controlled areas.18 The United 
States supports the Normandy Four process and the efforts of the Trilateral Contact Group 
(representatives from Russia, Ukraine, and the OSCE) to implement Minsk II, which is also 
endorsed by the UNSCR 2202). Between 2017 and 2019, U.S. policy was pursued through the 
office of the U.S. Special Representative for Ukraine Negotiations Kurt Volker, whose mission 
was to advance “U.S. efforts to achieve the objectives set out in the Minsk agreements” and 
“to hold regular meetings with Ukraine and the other members of the Normandy Format.”19 

15  Most notably, the Support for the Sovereignty, Integrity, Democracy, and Economic Stability of Ukraine 
Act of 2014 (Public Law 113-95), passed in response to Russia’s intervention in Ukraine, provided loan guar-
antees, “authorized aid to help Ukraine pursue reform, provided security assistance to Ukraine and other 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe, required the U.S. government to assist Ukraine to recover assets 
linked to corruption by the former government, and established a variety of sanctions.” More recently, the 
FY 2020 NDAA extends and provides additional funds for the Ukraine Security Assistance Initiative, a pro-
gram initially created by Congress under the FY 2016 NDAA to provide military equipment and training 
to Ukraine. Another initiative, the U.S.-Ukraine Charter on Strategic Partnership, focuses on deepening 
security cooperation between Ukraine and NATO (U.S. Department of State, 2019a).
16  Zellner et al., 2018, p. 13.
17  Cory Welt, Ukraine: Background, Conflict with Russia, and U.S. Policy, Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Research Service, April 29, 2020, p. 19.
18  Heidi Tagliavini, L. D. Kuchma, and M. Y. Zurabov, “Package of Measures for the Implementation of the 
Minsk Agreements,” United Nations, February 12, 2015.
19  U.S. Department of State, “Secretary Tillerson Appoints Ambassador Kurt Volker Special Representative 
for Ukraine Negotiations,” July 7, 2017.
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Because the Minsk II Protocol of 2015 is the only document in which Russia formally 
recognizes Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, the United States has called for 
the “full and faithful implementation of the Minsk agreements by Russia.”20 The U.S. under-
standing of what full implementation means, as Special Representative Volker points out, 
has diverged somewhat from that of France and Germany, who have generally called on both 
sides to take measures. The United States, by contrast, has called more forcefully for Russia to 
fulfill its obligations under Minsk, which entails Russia returning control over the Ukrainian 
side of the international border to Ukraine, withdrawing its forces, and disbanding illegal 
armed groups in the two “People’s Republics.”21 The same message was echoed in the lead-
up to the Normandy talks in 2019, when the U.S. Embassy in Ukraine issued a statement of 
“unwavering support for Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity” and “commit[ment] 
to working with [its] Allies and partners to keep pressure on Russia to live up to its commit-
ments and to begin the process of peacefully restoring Ukraine’s full sovereignty over the 
Donbas.”22

Chinese Equities
China’s stakes in Ukraine are low, and its noncommittal position on Ukraine’s future means 
it is not clearly adverse to U.S. goals, but is rather in mixed rhetorical alignment. Ukraine is a 
good example of where China’s rhetorical foreign policy principles come into conflict with its 
more realpolitik approach to global affairs. Russia’s actions in Ukraine have violated China’s 
declared principle of prioritizing sovereignty, territorial integrity, and non-interference in for-
eign affairs, but China recognizes Russia’s significant interests in Ukraine and has therefore 
deferred to Moscow in this case and avoided setting any precedents that would undermine 
its more important interests back home.23 However, ultimately, for U.S.-China competition, 
Ukraine does not factor in much except perhaps as a potential distraction for Washington 
and as another avenue toward accessing key foreign defense technology. 

Overall, Ukraine is a minor player in China’s larger Europe strategy. Economically, 
Ukraine is China’s 54th-largest trading partner, and 15th-largest in Europe, according to 2018 

20  European Parliament, “Minsk Peace Agreement: Still to Be Consolidated on the Ground,” Febru-
ary 12, 2015; Steven Pifer, “Why Should the United States Be Interested in Ukraine?” Brookings Institution, 
April 12, 2017. 
21  Kurt Volker, “How Ukraine Vanished in the Fog of Impeachment,” Foreign Policy, January 28, 2020; 
Justin Lynch, “Zelensky Flounders in Bid to End Ukraine’s War,” Foreign Policy, October 11, 2019.
22  U.S. Department of State, U.S. Embassy in Ukraine, “The United States Reaffirms Its Support for 
Ukraine at the Normandy Format Summit,” December 7, 2019; Mykhailo Minakov, “Results of the Nor-
mandy Format Talks for Ukraine: Hope, with Reservations,” Wilson Center, December 11, 2019. 
23  For example, the idea that residents of a contested territory (Crimea) could vote to join another country 
(Russia) might be unsettling to Beijing, which is already concerned about irridentism in its border regions 
and opposes any self-determination for its citizens (e.g., Tibet, Xinjiang, and even ethnic Korean areas near 
North Korea).
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data.24 Politically, Kiev’s limited influence in European affairs and even more constrained 
global role (plus pro-West orientation) dim its utility for supporting China’s rise. Despite this, 
Beijing is pursuing its primary interests to the extent possible in Ukraine.25 Under the frame-
work of the BRI, Beijing is improving its economic ties with Kiev.26 China has overtaken 
Russia as Ukraine’s top individual trading partner in 2018, and in 2019 traded $12.8 billion, 
with a $5.6 billion surplus for China.27 This is still far short of Ukraine’s trade volume with 
the EU, however, which was $46 billion in 2019 (41 percent of Ukraine’s total trade volume).28 
Beijing is also working to build more political influence in Ukraine, through a variety of soft 
power programs and propaganda. Yet, Ukraine is not included in the 17+1 dialogue between 
China and Central and Eastern European countries, likely reflecting a lower priority for Bei-
jing. China likely favors the end of hostilities in Ukraine in order to further develop eco-
nomic and political relations there, but China is not willing to pursue this goal at the cost 
of its broader relationship with Moscow. Instead, if anything, the Ukraine crisis has pushed 
Moscow closer to Beijing and improved China’s overall geopolitical standing.

Beijing’s lack of criticism does not mean, however, that it is not finding opportunity at 
Moscow’s expense—Ukraine’s newly independent defense industries are now prime targets 
in China’s quest for improved and cheaper military technology from abroad. China’s limited 
immediate interests in Ukraine are concentrated on defense technology acquisition. China 
has long relied on Russia for military technology that China could not develop on its own and 
could not buy or otherwise procure from the West, including recently the Su-35 fighter and 
S-400 SAM system. One major continued dependence on Russian military technology is for 
engines, which are largely built in Ukraine.29 A good example is China’s attempted purchase 
of Motor Sich, the world’s largest producer of aerospace engines. After losing its Russian 
export market, Motor Sich now sells mainly to China, including for several People’s Libera-
tion Army Navy (PLAN) warships and the upcoming aircraft carrier, and in 2017 a Chinese 
company concluded an initial takeover deal.30 However, the 2017 deal has been frozen by the 

24  World Bank, undated. 
25  A. Goncharuk, E. Hobova, V. Kiktenko, A. Koval, S. Koshovy, “Foreign Policy Audit: Ukraine-China,” 
Institute of World Policy, 2016; Valbona Zeneli and Nataliia Haluhan, “Why China Is Setting Its Sights on 
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Ukraine,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 165, Jamestown Foundation, November 2019.
26  Andrew Buzarov, “Ukraine and China: Seeking Economic Opportunity within a Framework of Risk,” 
Wilson Center, February 2018. 
27  Artur Korniienko, “China, Russia, Germany Top List of Ukraine’s Trade Partners in 2019,” Kyiv Post, 
February 16, 2020. 
28  World Bank, undated.
29  Minnie Chan, “Mission Impossible: How One Man Bought China Its First Aircraft Carrier,” South China 
Morning Post, January 18, 2015.
30  Aton Troianovski, “At a Ukrainian Aircraft Engine Factory, China Finds a Cash-Hungry Partner,” 
Washington Post, May 20, 2019; Yuan Jiang and Vladmir Legenko, “The Battle for Motor Sich: A Sino-
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Ukrainian government on national security grounds, and the United States is pressuring 
Ukraine to cancel the deal.31

The largest intangible interest at stake for China in Ukraine is its adherence to its own 
foreign policy principles. Since the 1950s, China’s foreign policy has been defined by the Five 
Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence, which include non-aggression, non-interference, and 
respect for territorial integrity.32 Nominally, then, Russia’s seizure of Crimea—internationally 
recognized sovereign territory of Ukraine—and continued fomenting of conflict in Eastern 
Ukraine violates these principles. In practice, however, China has been mostly quiet on these 
principles in deference to Moscow’s more significant interests. Although a Chinese Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs spokesperson “condemn[ed] the recent extreme and violent acts” in 
Ukraine at the outset in 2014, Beijing’s balancing act was evident in the fact that it did not 
specifically condemn Russia and touted its relations with both, as Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi emphasized that “As Russia’s strategic partner and Ukraine’s good friend, China sin-
cerely hopes that the Ukraine-Russia relations can gradually return to normal.”33 Indeed, the 
spokesperson said, “It is China’s long-standing position not to interfere in others’ internal 
affairs. We respect the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine. There 
are reasons for why the situation in Ukraine is what it is today,” and even added that China 
“take[s] into account the historical facts and realistic complexity of the Ukrainian issue.”34 
Perhaps its strongest rebuke of Russia’s actions was its decision to abstain from Ukraine-
related votes in the United Nations, not siding with either the West or Russia (and thus, from 
Ukraine’s perspective, against it).35 With respect to conflict resolution, China has not been 
an active participant, limiting its role to rhetorically supporting the various cease-fires while 
casting itself as providing “a number of positive and constructive suggestions.”36 

American Dispute in Ukraine,” China Brief, Vol. 9, No. 20, Jamestown Foundation, November 2019. 
31  Brett Forrest, “U.S. Aims to Block Chinese Acquisition of Ukrainian Aerospace Company,” Wall Street 
Journal, August 23, 2019; “Ukraine Court Rejects Chinese Appeal in Aerospace Deal Opposed by United 
States,” Reuters, April 17, 2020.
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Interests,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, September 6, 2014. 
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Russian Equities
Since the Soviet collapse, Moscow has viewed the newly independent Soviet republics (apart 
from the Baltics) as of high importance to its interests.37 Although Russia’s interests are mostly 
adverse to those of the United States, Russia’s interest—though certainly conditional—in 
resolving the conflict resulting from its own actions in the Donbas puts it in mixed rhetorical 
alignment with the United States. 

Russia was to play a leading role in the post-Soviet space, with particular weighty equities 
in Ukraine, even by comparison with other ex-Soviet republics. Russians have historically 
considered Ukraine to be part of Russia and believed in a close relationship between ethnic 
Ukrainians and Russians. Russians and Ukrainians, according to Putin, are “one people” or 
“one nation.”38 There is undeniably a close connection between the people of the two coun-
tries: There is a still-considerable share of ethnic Russians in Ukraine, and Russians and 
Ukrainians have a shared language (with most Ukrainians speaking Russian), culture, reli-
gion, and history. Under the Soviet command economy, Ukraine became firmly integrated 
economically with the rest of the Soviet Union, with its eastern regions home to an important 
heavy industrial and defense production. These ties survived the Soviet collapse: Prior to the 
conflict, Russia was an important trade partner for Ukraine and supplied most of its gas, 
and Ukraine served as a transit route for Russian gas westward. Ukraine is also important to 
Russia militarily: Russia’s Black Sea Fleet is based in Crimea, and Russia is clearly seeking to 
establish greater freedom of action and control over the waterways around Crimea and the 
Donbas—i.e., the Sea of Azov and the Kerch Strait, which connects the Azov and Black Seas.

Russia unequivocally views Ukraine as within its sphere of “privileged interests” and con-
siders its core security threatened by a Ukraine that is insufficiently accommodating to Rus-
sia’s dominance of the region. And a Ukraine that threatens to enter Western institutions 
or a Ukraine whose governance emerged as a result of a perceived Western-backed coup is 
perceived by Russia to be overthrowing Russia’s influence. The specter of Western influence 
was potent enough to precipitate the first annexation of a large territory in Europe since the 
end of World War II. First, the prospect of an association agreement with the EU threatened 
Russia’s ability to keep Ukraine within its orbit: Apart from the general orientation toward 
the West that this move portended, pursuing closer economic relations with the EU would 
have pulled Ukraine out of Russia’s nascent Eurasian Economic Union.39 Second, Russia cast, 
and probably sincerely viewed, the uprising against former Ukraine President Viktor Yanu-
kovych as a Western-backed coup. To Moscow, if successful, such a coup would erect a pro-
Western government, threaten the ethnic Russian population in Crimea, and displace the 

37  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2005.
38  “Putin: Russians, Ukrainians Are ‘One People,’” Associated Press, July 20, 2019. 
39  See Duncan Allan, The Minsk Conundrum: Western Policy and Russia’s War in Eastern Ukraine, Cha-
tham House, May 22, 2020, pp. 1–2. 
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Russia Black Sea Fleet from Crimea.40 Finally, although NATO membership for Ukraine was 
not then immediately on the table, this prospect was not unrelated to Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea and fomenting of conflict in eastern Ukraine.41 In sum, while the United States 
and its allies view Russian annexation of Crimea and fomenting separatist rebellion in the 
Donbas as aggression, Russia presents—and likely actually perceives—these actions as defen-
sive, necessary to forestall the threat of Western expansion.42

Although Russian actions have been unsuccessful at keeping Ukraine within its orbit, 
Russia’s goals in this regard have not changed dramatically. Russia’s official position is to 
seek a resolution of the conflict in Eastern Ukraine. As per its 2016 Foreign Policy Concept, 
“Russia undertakes to make every effort to promote political and diplomatic settlement of the 
internal conflict in Ukraine in cooperation with all the interested States and international 
agencies.”43 The conflict is not costless to Moscow, imposing the burden of supporting the 
Donbas regions, in addition to the cost in lives, military operations, and sanctions.44 Accord-
ingly, Putin and other high officials have repeatedly restated Moscow’s commitment to the 
Minsk II agreements. Minsk II, after all, was the agreement Russia framed and which it sees 
as the price that Ukraine should pay for being the weaker side in the conflict.45 While favor-
ing Russia, Minsk II does contain Russia’s recognition that the Donbas is Ukrainian territory, 
by contrast with Crimea, with regard to which Russia does not believe there is a conflict or 
problem to resolve. 

Although Russia’s desire to resolve the conflict offers a sense of alignment with the U.S. 
objective, Moscow’s views on what is an acceptable resolution differ considerably from the 
U.S. view. As noted above, Minsk II is not a straightforward document, and it contains incon-
sistencies, ambiguities, and omissions, notably with regard to sequencing of key events.46 
Unsurprisingly, Moscow’s position on the agreement diverges from the position of Wash-
ington and Kyiv, which generally hold that the reestablishment of Ukraine’s control over the 

40  For comprehensive studies of the conflict in Ukraine, see Charap and Colton, 2016.
41  Putin was rather explicit on this point in his public statements, recalling the alleged promise to Russia 
not to enlarge NATO eastward after German reunification, and declaring that when the military infra-
structure of the alliance moves ever closer to Russia’s borders, “this compels us to some kind of countering 
actions. . . . By the way, our decision regarding Crimea was connected to this, in part” (author’s translation; 
see Putin, 2014; and International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 5). 
42  For example, Sergei Karaganov and Dmitry Suslov, “A New World Order: A View from Russia,” Russia in 
Global Affairs, October 4, 2018. To be clear, some Western experts dispute the extent to which NATO expan-
sion contributed to Russia’s aggressive actions. 
43  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016. 
44  One estimate, for example, puts the annual costs of supporting the Donetsk People’s Republic and 
Luhansk People’s Republic (unrecognized quasi-states located in the Donbas region), not inclusive of mili-
tary operations, at over 2 billion euros (International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 6).
45  Putin had said that there are “no alternatives” to the Minsk agreements—see Minakov, 2019. 
46  Allan, 2020.
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Donbas, which requires a ceasefire and a Russian withdrawal of men and equipment, must 
precede a political settlement (i.e., elections and a decentralization of power to the regions via 
a special status).47 Russia, by contrast, has insisted on political settlement before Ukraine can 
reclaim control of the Donbas, which would prevent Kyiv from exercising full sovereignty 
and control over the country’s foreign policy. 

Russia’s overarching goal remains to return Ukraine to its orbit. Failing or pending that 
outcome, Moscow seeks to keep the country divided and weak—and importantly, out of West-
ern institutions.48 Thus, Russia has initially sought de jure autonomy for the Donbas within 
Ukraine, which would have allowed Russia to maintain de facto control over a large chunk of 
Ukraine’s territory—handing Russia an effective lever over Ukraine’s future course.49 Russia 
is unlikely to be satisfied merely with a veto over Ukraine’s future membership in NATO or 
the EU; instead, Moscow seeks a say in Ukraine’s foreign policy more broadly. As Fyodor 
Lukyanov, a well-known Russian expert, explains, 

The ideal option would be the implementation of the Minsk Accords, which would mean 
reintegrating Donetsk and Lugansk regions into Ukraine with considerable powers of 
autonomy, enabling them to maintain special relations with Russia. However, Moscow is 
not hard-pressed to achieve this immediately through any means possible.50 

This means that Russia is unlikely to compromise significantly on its position to end the 
hostilities and reach a comprehensive resolution to the conflict. A simmering conflict, the 
course of which Russia can seek to shape to influence Ukraine’s decisions and fate, is more 
conducive to Russia’s preference.51 

47  This appears to reverse the order stipulated in the Minsk agreement. For further discussion, see Allan, 
2020, p. 12.
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Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, although there is no trade space for cooperation when it comes to the ulti-
mate visions for Ukraine’s future (i.e., pertaining to its prospects of EU or NATO member-
ship), there is some space for cooperation to advance conflict resolution based on the Minsk II 
agreements, even if prospects for comprehensive solutions are dim. There is likewise space for 
cooperation with Russia on more modest goals of limiting hostilities and the worst humanitar-
ian consequences of the conflict and constraining the potential for the conflict to escalate or 
spill over. We assess that Russia’s willingness to cooperate on the issue area overall to be at the 
medium level.

As for China, despite some commonality of interest with the United States in limiting 
Ukraine’s instability and avoiding further Russian destabilizing behavior in Eastern Europe, 
China’s lack of significant interests in Ukraine means it will likely continue deferring to 
Russia. And because China is only tangentially involved, neither the United States nor its 
allies have sought to meaningfully engage China on the future of Ukraine; thus, Beijing’s 
willingness to cooperate cannot be meaningfully assessed. 

Conflict Resolution Based on Minsk II
Rhetorically, as outlined above, all parties are interested in settling the conflict to some 
extent and declare commitment to Minsk II. Although much of the Minsk II agreement 
remains unfulfilled, Russia has shown some willingness to engage with the parties involved 
in the formal negotiations within the context of the Normandy Format, the Trilateral Contact 
group, and bilateral engagements with Ukraine itself and other parties. Diplomacy aimed at 
ending the conflict has been reinvigorated after the election of Volodymyr Zelensky and has 
revived the Normandy Format talks after a nearly three-year hiatus and produced a set of 
written conclusions setting out next steps for stabilization and eventual political settlement.52 
Russia has also shown some willingness to negotiate with the United States in particular, 
under the auspices of the U.S.-Russia “Ukraine track,” spearheaded initially by former Assis-
tant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland and from 2017 to 2019 by Volker. The Ukraine track 
was intended to support negotiations within the Normandy Format, which has eclipsed the 
U.S.-Russia channel as the main forum for crisis management. 

Some of the steps made by Russia go beyond rhetoric. For example, in the lead-up to the 
2019 Normandy Four talks, Russia and Ukraine withdrew armed forces and weapons from 
three frontline “disengagement areas.”53 Russia and Ukraine have also conducted several 
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detainee exchanges since 2017. And Russia has been providing aid to the non-government-
controlled areas, as called for by Minsk II, although observers express doubts about how 
much of the aid reaches the people in need.54 Through the Trilateral Contact Group, in July 
2019, the parties agreed and implemented the most extensive ceasefire yet, even if it did not 
hold indefinitely.55

To be sure, Russia’s willingness to cooperate on ending the conflict is mixed at best. Russia 
has not fulfilled parts of the Minsk agreements, which at least non-Russian observers largely 
agree are under Russian control—in particular, a durable ceasefire.56 Numerous observers 
have accused Russia of subversion and deception in its approach to the conflict: For exam-
ple, while the Russian government delivers aid to Luhansk and Donetsk, there are reports of 
concealing weapons in the aid supplies.57 Russia’s use of extensive information warfare and 
subversion patently seeks to undermine the Kyiv government and exacerbate divisions within 
Ukrainian society, which obstruct the country’s prospects of stabilization. Russia has taken 
steps that suggest it is not prepared to allow Ukraine to assert control over the Donbas—
notably, by providing expedited Russian citizenship to nearly 200,000 residents of eastern 
Ukraine.58 And Russian conduct in negotiations, punctuated by accusations against Ukraine 
and other participants in the process, does not convey a genuine desire for diplomatic prog-
ress.59 On the whole, Russian conduct creates doubts that Moscow is serious about conflict 
resolution in the near term. 

Nonetheless, a degree of rhetorical alignment and the apparent willingness to negotiate 
and act on select points should put conflict resolution based on Minsk II within the trade 
space. In 2018, Volker claimed that in spite of all the disagreements between the United States 
and Russia, resolving the conflict in eastern Ukraine “is one [issue] where, at least on paper, 
there is a basis on which we could potentially make progress,” because “Russia, by signing the 
Minsk agreements, has affirmed Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity.”60 However, 
to have a chance to lead to cooperation, the bargaining process would require the United 
States or its allies to induce Russia or Ukraine—and most likely both—to back down from 
their current positions. While signals from both Russia and Ukraine on acceptable terms 
have varied somewhat, their positions remain largely incompatible. 
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None of the diplomatic engagements thus far have produced particularly encouraging 
results. The Ukraine track engagements between Volker and Vladimir Surkov, his Russian 
counterpart, had limited results.61 The Normandy Format meeting in 2019, brokered by 
France and Germany, appeared to signal the greatest possibility for progress to date, with 
Zelensky’s willingness to sign onto the Steinmeier formula.62 The Steinmeier formula seeks 
to resolve the ambiguities in Minsk II and proposes the special status for the Donbas regions 
to come into effect on a temporary basis at the close of local elections; if international observ-
ers then deem the elections to be free and fair, special status would become permanent.63 The 
announcement of Zelensky’s agreement, however, was met with protests amid concerns that 
Russia will manipulate the process or refuse to withdraw forces after elections. 64 Ukraine 
has not withdrawn its acceptance of the Steinmeier formula, but Russia and Ukraine still 
disagree on its interpretation and the terms of Minsk II.65 In particular, even as he endorsed 
the Steinmeier formula, Zelensky emphasized that Ukraine would not accept elections in the 
Donbas prior to Russian withdrawal from the territories.66 Kyiv’s position reverses the order 
stipulated in Minsk II, and Russia has thus far rejected such an approach.67 This makes any 
breakthrough compromises in the near future unlikely, as a 2019 analysis by a Russian think 
tank, headed by an expert reported to be connected to Surkov, concluded.68 And as long-time 
Russia experts explain, because Moscow views control over Ukraine’s foreign policy as non-
negotiable, it is highly unlikely to accept any terms that return to Ukraine its control to seek 
integration with the West.69 These dynamics are continuing to play over the course of 2020 
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to date: Among other contested issues, Moscow’s point men on negotiations have pressured 
Kyiv to accept representatives of Donetsk and Luhansk (rather than Russia itself) as counter-
parties to negotiations, and parties have stumbled in attempts to make progress on the con-
tested question of “special status” for the Donbas.70 

The United States’ own position on the Steinmeier formula is not entirely clear, but in 2019 
then–Special Envoy Volker stated that it could only be applied after free and fair elections—
which would only be possible if Russia were to withdraw forces and disarm its proxies, as 
Zelensky maintains.71 Volker also supported Ukraine’s earlier call for UN peacekeepers and 
strongly suggested that Russia is the party whose behavior and position must change for 
Minsk II to be a basis for conflict resolution.72 Generally, the United States has supported 
Ukraine’s positions: For example, addressing both Crimea and the Donbas, then–Deputy 
Secretary of State John J. Sullivan said in 2018 that “[w]e will never accept trading one region 
of Ukraine for another. We will never make a deal about Ukraine without Ukraine.”73 In 
sum, the United States appears to be less willing than France and Germany to put pressure 
on both sides to resolve disagreements. 

In view of the divergent positions of Minsk II and the Steinmeier formula, the potential for 
a U.S.-Russia engagement to lead to cooperative outcomes on resolving the Ukraine conflict 
is rather low at present. It should not, however, be discounted from the menu of U.S. options 
for engaging Russia. As noted, positions on particular points have shifted somewhat with 
shifting personalities at the helm of decisionmaking. The change in leadership from Porosh-
enko to Zelensky has been important on the Ukrainian side, as Zelensky and his administra-
tion are likely the most amenable to negotiating a resolution to the conflict.74 On the Russian 
side, some observers have suggested that the shift of the Ukraine portfolio to Dmitry Kozak 
from Surkov might inaugurate a somewhat more flexible approach (even if such has not 
materialized to date).75 Changing domestic politics on all sides might shift positions as well. 

70  See, e.g., Vladimir Socor, “The Quick Way to Quasi-Recognition of Donetsk-Luhansk’s Armed Forma-
tions: A Play-by-Play Account (Part One),” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 116, Jamestown Foundation, 
August 6, 2020d; Vladimir Socor, “The Quick Way to Quasi-Recognition of Donetsk-Luhansk’s Armed 
Formations: A Play-by-Play Account (Part Two),” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 116, Jamestown Foun-
dation, August 6, 2020e; Vladimir Socor, “Kyiv Raising the Level, Accelerating the Pace of the Minsk Pro-
cess (Part One),” Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 88, Jamestown Foundation, June 18, 2020a; Vladimir 
Socor, “Kyiv Raising the Level, Accelerating the Pace of the Minsk Process (Part Two),” Eurasia Daily Moni-
tor, Vol. 17, No. 89, Jamestown Foundation, June 22, 2020b.
71  “Volker: Steinmeier Formula May Be Applied Only After Free Elections in Donbas,” UNIAN, Septem-
ber 16, 2019.
72  See Volker, 2018. 
73  John J. Sullivan, “Remarks at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Diplomatic Academy,” U.S. Department of 
State, February 21, 2018.
74 See, Vladimir Socor, “Zelenskyy Appoints Gerontocrats to Negotiate with Russia in Minsk (Part One),” 
Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 17, No. 118, Jamestown Foundation, August 11, 2020f. 
75  Stanovaya, 2019.
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Moreover, the prospects of an alternative basis for stabilizing the Donbas other than Minsk 
II is highly unlikely. As one analyst reasonably concludes, after conceding that Minsk II is 
flawed and advantages Russia, “all relevant actors should remember how unlikely it is that a 
new agreement could be reached—still less a better one—and how dangerous it would be if 
there were none at all.”76 Thus, this narrow space for bargaining should not be discounted. 

Limiting the Worst Consequences of the Conflict and Reducing 
Tensions and Escalation Risks
Yet other proposals for cooperative approaches aim at results more modest than the full 
implementation of Minsk II or a comprehensive political settlement. Although these steps 
themselves would not end the conflict, and thus are not a replacement for Minsk II or equiva-
lent, there is likely space for cooperation on limiting the most acute consequences of the con-
flict for the affected populations and reducing tensions between the parties so as to create a 
more favorable climate for conflict resolution and manage the risk of unintentional conflict 
or escalation. Experts such as Dmitri Trenin opine that such measures, limited to maintain-
ing a stable ceasefire that “allow[s] for humanitarian and economic exchanges across the 
line of contact” are likely, but also exhaust what is possible.77 The Euro-Atlantic Security 
Leadership Group (EASLG), an independent and informal group of former and current offi-
cials and experts of Euro-Atlantic states, developed a set of 12 concrete “steps” in this vein.78 
These steps are explicitly not intended as a comprehensive political resolution of the conflict: 
They seek to reduce harm from the conflict and, as the EASLG states, “help reduce tensions 
between Russia and the West and help build a sustainable architecture of mutual security in 
the Euro-Atlantic region.”79 

The proposals were developed by dozens of experts—including Igor Ivanov, the former 
Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Andrey Kortunov, the Director General of the influ-
ential Russian International Affairs Council.80 The proposal is a result of considerable and 
broad-reaching consultations and has also gathered more than 40 signatories across the Euro-

76  Sabine Fischer, The Donbas Conflict. Opposing Narratives and Interests, Difficult Peace Process, Berlin, 
Germany: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, SWP Research Paper 5, April 2019, p. 34.
77  Dmitri Trenin, “Russia-U.S.: No Reset, Just Guardrails,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
July 8, 2020b.
78  NTI, “Fact Sheet on ‘Twelve Steps Toward Greater Security in Ukraine and the Euro-Atlantic Region,’” 
February 22, 2020. 
79  Euro-Atlantic Security Leadership Group, “Twelve Steps Toward Greater Security in Ukraine and the 
Euro-Atlantic Region,” February 2020.
80  NTI, 2020. For criticism from the American perspective, see Atlantic Council, 2020. For criticism 
from the Ukrainian perspective, see Munich Response, “Statement: Appeasement Will Not Bring Peace to 
Ukraine,” Kyiv Post, February 18, 2020.
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Atlantic region, including eminent former military and foreign policy leaders.81 Although the 
proposal has proven controversial, even prominent critics agree that a subset of the recom-
mendations are “constructive and would serve as confidence-building measures while alle-
viating some of the misery this Russia-Ukraine conflict has inflicted on the people of the 
Donbas.”82 These less controversial recommendations include security steps such as restoring 
the Joint Centre for Control and Coordination, which was established by Ukraine and Russia 
to focus on a ceasefire and stabilization of the contact line but which Russia left in 2017; estab-
lishing a military-to-military crisis management dialogue among Russia, Ukraine, Germany, 
and France; and improving unrestricted access and freedom of movement for civilians in 
eastern Ukraine, including for the OSCE monitors. Humanitarian steps focus on the prob-
lems of missing persons and demining initiatives, and economic steps include proposals for a 
starting point for reconstruction of the Donbas addressing radiological hazards. These steps 
largely build on the record of prior or similar endeavors, on which all involved parties have 
already attempted some cooperation.83 

Proposals that proved more controversial included an exploration of a free-trade area for 
Ukraine with both the EU and Russia, setting out a road map for partial sanctions relief on 
the way to Minsk implementation, establishing a broader dialogue on Euro-Atlantic security, 
and launching a national dialogue about Ukrainian identity.84 All of these proposals would 
require some retrenchment from the dominant understanding of U.S. objectives (as articu-
lated in the relevant subsection above) and are thus likely outside the cooperation trade space. 
Insofar as the less controversial measures could help reduce the risk of escalation or spillover 
of the conflict beyond Ukraine and insofar as they avoid the core disagreements about resolv-
ing the conflict in the Donbas, they should be in the interests of all involved. To the extent 
that the United States is able to participate or support such initiatives, such steps are likely 
within the trade space for potential cooperation. 

Table 7.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

Obstacles
Even if bargaining based on the Minsk II agreements is within the plausible trade space, the 
prospects for such bargaining leading to robust and sustainable cooperation are dim. This is 
due to numerous obstacles, some of which pertain to the intractability of the conflict itself, 
irrespective of U.S. participation, and some to the dynamics attending U.S. involvement in 
conflict resolution. 

81  See Browne et al., February 2020.
82  Atlantic Council, 2020.
83  Browne et al., February 2020, p. 1.
84 See Atlantic Council, 2020; and Munich Response, 2020.
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First, as with most contentious issues on the European continent and beyond, issues of 
trust bedevil conflict resolution. The United States, and other parties to the negotiations, 
do not fully trust Russia to comply with any agreed-upon terms that Russia finds disad-
vantageous, based on prior conduct we note above in connection with Russia’s mixed track 
record on resolving the Donbas conflict. The trust deficit goes both ways. Moscow, for its 
part, does not trust the United States or European powers to act as honest brokers of the 
conflict. For example, it views conditioning sanctions on implementation of Minsk II a thin 
cover for continuing to punish Russia, because Moscow views Kyiv as the party holding up 
the agreement.85 

Second, the extent of political will in Washington at present to participate in conflict 
settlement is debatable at best, in part because of audience costs. Owing to the unfortu-
nate centrality of Ukraine to recent U.S. domestic politics, Washington has largely curtailed 
action on Ukraine since Volker resigned.86 Any significant policy initiative with regard to 
Ukraine risks backlash from varied audiences. The impeachment of Trump centered on alle-
gations that he illegally pressured and sought assistance from Ukraine to win reelection by 
investigating his then-likely challenger for the presidency, Joe Biden.87 Combined with the 
widespread perception that Trump was unduly solicitous of Putin, any visible initiative vis-
à-vis Ukraine will be subject to intense scrutiny and likely mired in controversy. In the event 
that Joe Biden wins the presidential elections in November 2020, in view of the association 
created by the impeachment proceedings between him and Ukraine, irrespective of the facts 
of the matter, the probability of controversy will likely remain.88 

Third, the presence of third parties complicates prospects. Ukraine’s preferences are 
obviously paramount to any cooperative solution. Although Zelensky came to power on the 
promise to end the war with Russia, strong pushback from domestic constituencies has made 
the prospects for fulfilling this promise tenuous. Minsk II provisions are deeply unpopular in 

85  See interviews with Russian officials, policymakers, and experts in International Crisis Group, 2020, 
p. 6.
86  See Kurt Volker’s own statement (Volker, 2020).
87  See, generally, “Trump Impeachment: The Short, Medium and Long Story,” BBC, February 4, 2020.
88  As noted in Chapter One, research for this study was conducted between September 2019 and September 
2020.

TABLE 7.1

Interest in Cooperation on Resolving the Conflict in Ukraine

 China Russia

How Important Is the Issue area Low High

Space for Cooperation

Rhetorical alignment Mixed Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate N/A Medium
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Ukraine, and Zelensky has had to retrench. Zelensky’s acceptance of the Steinmeier formula, 
even with the caveats noted above, prompted significant protest. Thus, the draft law that Zel-
ensky submitted to Rada in December 2019 dealing with the status of the Donetsk People’s 
Republic and Luhansk People’s Republic (unrecognized quasi-states located in the Donbas 
region) fell short of what is demanded by Minsk II.89 And Zelensky’s concession in March 
2020 to the Russian demand to enter into direct negotiations with the two separatist People’s 
Republics prompted backlash. Insofar as Ukraine’s prospects of joining Western institutions 
are key to Russia’s behavior even on measures short of a comprehensive political settlement, 
Ukraine’s preferences are a stumbling block. Although Ukrainian politics are liable to remain 
turbulent, many Ukrainian leaders express their deep desire to continue en route to NATO 
and EU membership.90 In sum, for conflict resolution to center on Minsk II in its current 
form, Western powers would have to pressure Ukraine to accept unpopular terms.91

France and Germany, who have assumed a leading role in the process, do not fully share 
U.S. preferences or approach. As noted, both of these powers are likely more willing to pres-
sure both sides to reach an agreement and adopt a kind of flexibility toward the Russian 
position that would be untenable for the United States—at least at present. Moreover, France 
and Germany would not necessarily welcome a more active U.S. role in the process (at least at 
present).92 And more broadly, some NATO members, including France and Germany, are not 
as overtly supportive of Ukraine’s NATO aspirations.93

Fourth, resolving the conflict in the Donbas is of utmost urgency to Ukraine. Unfor-
tunately, it appears to command no such sense of immediacy for any other state actors 
involved. As noted, a simmering conflict is preferable for Russia to settlement that entails an 
unacceptable degree of compromise, and Russia does not feel pressured to change the status 
quo in the short term. The issue certainly commands no urgency for Washington. As a result 
of entanglement with U.S. domestic politics, Washington has scaled back its support for the 
Ukraine track process, leaving Volker’s position unfilled, with little progress made since.94

Fifth, issue linkages of conflict resolution with the broader standoff between Russia and 
the West is a big obstacle to cooperation above the most minimal measures. For both Russia 
and the United States (and of course, Ukraine), an agreement on conflict resolution in the 
Donbas is about more than that conflict. And both sides tend to view any concession as a 
potential open door to further demands and pressure. For Russia, as we explain in the equi-

89  Allan, 2020, p. 15.
90  Aaron Mehta, “Ukraine Sees Two Paths for Joining NATO. Will Either Work?” Defense News, Janu-
ary 13, 2020. 
91  See Center for Political Conjunctures, 2019. 
92  Interview with U.S. think tank researcher, Washington, D.C., May 1, 2020.
93  International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 9.
94  Amy Mackinnon and Robbie Gramer, “State Department Expected to Scrap Post of Special Envoy to 
Ukraine,” Foreign Policy, November 7, 2019. 
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ties section, at stake is control over what it considers its zone of privileged interests, which 
is threatened by U.S. and Western efforts to contain and roll back Russia’s influence. As a 
result, Russia will not cooperate in any way if it believes that a strong and functional Ukraine, 
integrated into Western institutions, will emerge as a result. Russia therefore will be loath to 
delink parameters of conflict settlement from broader stakes in Ukraine’s future. As Russian 
analyst Stanovaya concludes, “Whatever other concessions Russia can make, its red line will 
remain firm: The Kremlin will continue to hold a political foothold in the Donbass that will 
provide it with leverage to influence Ukraine’s foreign policy. And even smaller concessions 
are off the table as long as Russia fears a hawkish West.”95 This means that even the Russia-
favoring Minsk II agreement may not be sufficient: For example, the Donetsk and Luhansk 
representatives made an additional demand, widely understood to be pursuant to Moscow 
preferences, that a “neutrality clause” be adopted into the Ukrainian constitution, ruling out 
NATO accession.96 

Many in the United States view Russian aggression in Ukraine as just one front in its 
“hybrid war against Ukraine, Europe, and the United States.”97 In this view, concessions to 
Russia—even if narrow—risk emboldening its broader hybrid war efforts. Thus, the United 
States may be unwilling to wholly delink conflict resolution in Donbas from broader issues 
(notably, the status of Crimea, and Ukraine’s freedom to choose its strategic orientation) or 
otherwise pressure Ukraine to accept less advantageous terms. To some extent, this is also 
true of some other European countries.98 

Finally, even if Washington were to summon political will to refocus on Ukraine, legal 
constraints limit the amount of leverage it can bring to bear in bargaining.99 Both Brussels 
and Washington have claimed that sanctions are tied to Russia’s fulfillment of the Minsk II 
accords, but the U.S. representation is not wholly credible.100 The promise of lifting sanc-

95  Stanovaya, 2019.
96  Allan, 2020, p. 13.
97  William B. Taylor, “Yes, Secretary Pompeo, Americans Should Care About Ukraine,” New York Times, 
January 26, 2020. 
98  International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 11. However, as the International Crisis Group authors note on the 
basis of interviews, Western officials privately acknowledged that Crimea will likely remain under Russian 
control for the foreseeable future (p. 10). 
99  Kadri Liik states that 

“Putin views Donbas as an investment, which he is willing to sell for something tangible,” a Russian ana-
lyst told me at the time. But all that the West was willing to offer was a face-saving way out. Any accom-
panying perks remained either uncertain (such as a better relationship with the European Union and/or 
United States) or impossible (such as an agreement over Ukraine’s political future). (Kadri Liik, “Into the 
Jungle,” European Council on Foreign Relations, January 8, 2019)

100 Kortunov and Mankoff, 2020: 
Participants suggested that the United States (and to a lesser degree the European Union) need to be able 
to effectively communicate the sincerity of any promises for sanctions relief. They failed to do this in late 
2014–15 when they claimed there would be sanctions relief if the Minsk Agreement was implemented.
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tions is the most obvious lever of influence, but not a credible one because the U.S. Con-
gress codified sanctions into national legislation (CAATSA), and because Ukraine-related 
sanctions are intermingled with sanctions for other causes (e.g., Russian interference in U.S. 
elections).101 And EU sanctions are insufficient in themselves, because EU actors will con-
tinue abiding by U.S. sanctions, as Moscow learned from watching the Iran experience.102 As 
Trenin comments, 

Guided by the memories of the Jackson-Vanik amendment limiting trade relations with 
countries that restricted human rights, which survived the end of the Soviet Union by just 
over two decades, Russians believe that the current sanctions are ‘forever,’ meaning that 
the current generation of politicians will never see the end of them.103 

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation

Potential U.S.-Russia cooperation on resolving the conflict in the Donbas is unlikely to have 
a serious impact on China. However, both positive and negative externalities should be con-
sidered in weighing U.S. policy options.

Negotiating over this issue area is a challenging proposition, and the implications of 
engagement—and of failure to engage—should be taken into account. Russia’s aggressive 
actions and the crisis in Ukraine are at the root of the rapid deterioration of relations between 
Russia and the United States and the West. As a pair of experts from both sides point out, 
“Moscow and Washington need to remember that the fate of their relationship is tied to the 
Ukraine crisis. If negotiations on Ukraine remain stalled, we should expect the broader rela-
tionship to continue to deteriorate.”104 Other prominent experts likewise emphasize the posi-
tive spillover value of even modest steps on issues where the United States and Russia have 
fundamental disagreement such as Ukraine, emphasizing “the cumulative effect that mea-
sured and phased steps forward can have on the overall relationship, and in turn the oppor-
tunity an improving relationship creates for further steps forward.”105 In sum, expert assess-
ments foresee likely, if dispersed, positive externalities from progress on Ukraine for other 
issue areas. 

101  Kristin Archick and Dianne Rennack, U.S. Sanctions on Russia, Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Research Service, January 17, 2020.
102 Center for Political Conjunctures, 2019. Charap and Kortunov (2019, p. 3) observe that 

The Iranian case is watched closely in Moscow, and the evidence so far has undercut the factions in the 
Russian political establishment lobbying for some kind of reconciliation with Kyiv. Their opponents can 
justifiably claim that EU sanctions relief would be essentially meaningless unless the United States were 
onboard.

103 Trenin, 2020; Gottemoeller et al., 2020. 
104 Charap and Kortunov, 2019, p. 3.
105 Gottemoeller et al., 2020.
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At the same time, significant trade-offs are highly likely with any form of cooperation 
with Russia on Ukraine. Commentators who are opposed to such cooperation suggest that 
it appeases Russia and legitimizes Russia’s claims to Crimea and sphere of influence in the 
near abroad, further emboldening Moscow’s aggressive behavior.106 Diplomatic isolation 
was one of the consequences that the international community sought to impose on Russia 
for Ukraine, but also for a host of other actions, including interference in other countries’ 
domestic politics and assassinations. To the extent that engaging Russia on conflict resolu-
tion appears to normalize relations, it might create the sense that the United States and its 
allies are willing to close their eyes to the former’s unacceptable behavior. Moreover, while 
narrowing focus to tractable issues related to the Donbas conflict may facilitate progress, it 
may also send an unintended signal—that the United States will tolerate further aggressive 
actions, such as the Russian military buildup in Crimea—to U.S. allies and partners along the 
Black Sea, as well as to Russia itself.107

Conclusion

U.S.-Russia cooperation with regard to Ukraine’s future is both very difficult, because of the 
narrow trade space and multiple significant obstacles, and necessary. U.S. and/or European 
participation in conflict settlement is vital: As the International Crisis Group aptly observes, 
Ukraine alone “lacks both sufficient carrots and sufficient sticks to independently change 
Russia’s cost-benefit analysis and render peace preferable to war.”108 Western participation 
in the form of pressure on Russia—notably, stricter and broader sanctions, and diplomatic 
isolation—has not, to date, ended the conflict.109 In the meantime, Ukraine’s east remains 
the site of the only shooting war in Europe, with casualties mounting even during relatively 
quiet periods. 

At the highest strategic level, the visions for Ukraine’s future of the two states with great-
est equities in the domain—the United States and Russia—are mutually incompatible. That 
is, Russia and the United States are not likely to agree on Ukraine’s future latitude to pursue 
NATO or EU membership, or Ukraine’s freedom of action in its foreign policy more gener-

106 For example, Atlantic Council, 2020. For a proposal that the United States should instead continue 
imposing new sanctions for Russia’s continuing violations of international law in eastern Ukraine, see 
Michael McFaul, “Russian Sanctions: Current Effectiveness and Potential Next Steps,” testimony before the 
Senate Banking Committee, September 6, 2018b.
107 See, e.g., Patrick Tucker, “Exclusive: US Intelligence Officials and Satellite Photos Detail Russian Mili-
tary Buildup on Crimea,” Defense One, June 12, 2019. 
108 International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 3.
109 See discussion, evidence, and scholarship cited to support the prediction that sanctions and pressure 
are unlikely to end this conflict on their own in International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 11. To be sure, there 
are serious arguments that sanctions are justified irrespective of their effects on Moscow’s behavior (e.g., 
McFaul, 2018).
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ally. Cooperation on comprehensive conflict resolution is possible but not likely in view of 
the differences in positions and Russia’s preference for the simmering of the conflict over 
its cessation on terms that deprive Russia of leverage. The obstacles identified above do not 
support excessive optimism about the possibility of cooperation on conflict resolution in 
Ukraine in the near term. To make any progress on conflict resolution, the United States 
and/or European states would have to pressure Ukraine to accept provisions of Minsk II that 
are presently very unpopular in that country. For the United States to have a venue to affect 
negotiations and seize the little space for cooperation that exists, it would need to revive the 
Ukraine track—or explicitly involve another forum (e.g., Russia-NATO Council). For the 
United States to be able to successfully bargain with Russia, it needs a source of leverage other 
than the lifting of currently imposed sanctions. For this reason, some experts have called for 
restoring flexibility to the U.S. sanctions regime, which would make it easier to incentivize 
concrete cooperative steps by Russia.110 None of these developments are very likely at present 
however, because of audience costs, a perceived lack of urgency, and diverging preferences of 
other third parties participating in negotiations around the Donbas conflict. And Russia is 
unlikely to make nontrivial compromises without a credible promise of anything valuable in 
return (whether that is sanctions relief or credible guards against Ukraine’s future westward 
course).111 In the near term, then, cooperation on narrower subsidiary goals of limiting hos-
tilities and the most acute consequences of the conflict and constraining the potential for the 
conflict to spillover—such as some of those proposed by the EASLG—is plausible, although 
not presently being pursued. In the somewhat longer term however, the obstacles may be 
overcome or remediated. 

We emphasize that even the best-case scenario for cooperation on conflict resolution 
would not assure for Ukraine security and stability in the future. We share the assessment by 
the International Crisis Group (and numerous other experts) that for “Ukraine-specific solu-
tions to be sustainable, they will need to be paired with and bolstered by geostrategic progress 
involving not just Kyiv and Moscow, but the EuroAtlantic community as a whole.”112 

110  See, e.g., Gottemoeller et al., 2020; Thomas Graham, Jr. and Matthew Rojansky, “New Sanctions Chal-
lenge the Tenuous Ties Between America and Russia,” National Interest, July 13, 2020; Browne et al., Febru-
ary 2020.
111  See, e.g., the prognosis of a think tank connected to the Kremlin: Center for Political Conjunctures, 2019. 
112  International Crisis Group, 2020, p. 5. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Middle East Stability and Peace Processes 

Although the Middle East is an arena of competition for influence, stability in the Middle East 
is valued by the United States and both of its competitors—even if the three diverge in their 
diagnoses of the key threats to stability and peace. In this chapter, we investigate the extent 
to which there is space for cooperation on advancing stability and peace processes to some of 
the region’s most acute or intractable conflicts.1 Focusing on the prospects for resolving the 
Syrian civil war and postconflict reconstruction and supporting the Arab-Israeli peace and 
resolving the Israel-Palestine issue, we find that space for cooperation exists. However, the 
space is relatively limited, characterized by several obstacles, and poses a mixture of potential 
second-order effects for regional developments, both positive and negative. 

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian equities or interests with 
regard to select issues bearing on stability and the fate of the peace processes in the Middle 
East, to determine where there exists at least rhetorical alignment among competitors. Next, 
we identify specific areas of cooperation in the space where interests are aligned, review the 
evidence that Russia or China are willing to negotiate and cooperate on issues of overlap-
ping interests, and identify obstacles to actualizing cooperation. Finally, we identify salient 
second-order effects of pursuing cooperation.

Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities
A key U.S. strategic objective in the Middle East is promoting stability across the broader 
region. Promotion of stability prominently includes support for the Arab-Israeli peace pro-
cess and bringing an end to the Syrian civil war while also promoting the security of U.S. 
partners and maintaining a favorable balance of influence in the region. (To be sure, the U.S. 
interest in Middle East stability is implicated by other conflicts and sources of instability in 
the region—notably, the threat of violent extremism. This study, however, is limited to the 

1  We do not address every issue relevant to stability and peace processes; instead, we focus on the most 
salient sources of instability that raise the question of cooperation with Russia and/or China. 
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most salient conflicts with regard to which the United States supports peace processes, with 
a companion report addressing the important objective of countering violent extremism.2)

The United States was the first country to recognize a sovereign Israeli state, in 1948, and 
broadly views Israel its first and foremost partner in the Middle East. As the U.S. Depart-
ment of State declares, Israel “has long been, and remains, America’s most reliable partner 
in the Middle East,” and to promote Israeli security, the United States provides more than 
$3 billion in foreign military financing, annually—the largest such program in the world.3 
Accordingly, the United States has sought to maintain peace agreements between Israel and 
other Middle Eastern states. The United States has been one of the key international actors 
in attempting to diplomatically resolve the Israel-Palestine issue. In 2002 and following the 
Second Intifada, for instance, the United States formed the so-called Middle East Quartet—
comprising the United States, Russia, the EU, and the United Nations—which produced a 
roadmap for resolving the Israel-Palestine issue and has worked to promote the two-state 
solution. Under the Obama administration, then–Secretary of State John Kerry sponsored an 
intense, nine-month series of negotiations between representatives from Israel and the Pal-
estinian Authority in an attempt to rejuvenate the peace process and advance the two-state 
solution.4 More recently, the Trump administration promoted its own path toward resolving 
the Israel-Palestine issue, and in January 2020 released its Peace to Prosperity plan.5 

The United States has also pursued and supported a diplomatic resolution to the long-
running conflict in Syria, ever since Assad’s regime began violently suppressing initially 
peaceful protests and the country descended into civil war. Since 2012, the United States has 
served as a leading participant of the so-called Geneva Process—the UN-sponsored forum 
to promote a political transition of the regime and diplomatic resolution to the Syrian con-
flict. U.S.-supported diplomatic initiatives, such as the December 2015 UNSCR 2254, failed 
to engender the desired political and constitutional reforms or lasting cessation of hostilities. 
Nevertheless, the United States continues to support a diplomatic resolution to the conflict, 
particularly one that ensures the gains made against ISIS by the United States and its Syrian 
partners. Indeed, in his 2019 CENTCOM Posture Statement, General Joseph L. Votel reiter-
ated his desire to “negotiate a secure future for the people of northeast Syria liberated from 
ISIS,” affirming that “a political resolution is key to the lasting defeat of ISIS.”6 Votel further 

2  Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023.
3  U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, “U.S. Relations with Israel,” Washington, D.C., 
May 14, 2018. 
4  Mandy Turner and Cherine Hussein, “Israel-Palestine after Oslo: Mapping Transformations and Alter-
natives in a Time of Deepening Crisis,” Conflict, Security, & Development, Vol. 15, No. 5, December 2015.
5  The White House, Peace to Prosperity: A Vision to Improve the Lives of the Palestinian and Israeli People, 
January 2020. 
6  Votel, 2019, pp. 25–26.
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emphasized the need to bring the long-running conflict to a close to address Syria’s humani-
tarian crisis, and he highlighted U.S. humanitarian support to over 4 million Syrians.7

The United States has sought to leverage its military presence in eastern Syria to influ-
ence the conflict and steer the long-running civil war toward a settlement that provides for 
displaced populations to “return home and rebuild their lives in safety.”8 However, as the 
regime has consolidated its hold on the majority of the country, forcing Assad’s removal from 
power via military means and providing support to the Syrian opposition is no longer a viable 
option. The United States’ reduced and uncertain presence in eastern Syria also limits Wash-
ington’s capacity to shape the resolution of the Syrian conflict.9 The United States’ ability to 
inhibit the flow of desperately needed reconstruction funds might give Washington a more 
substantial form of leverage and influence over Syria’s future.10 

The United States does not want Syria to remain broken or descend into another bout 
of conflict and chaos, a breeding ground for extremists and source of instability for the rest 
of the region. However, from Washington’s perspective, Syria’s conflict cannot be resolved 
and the country rebuilt without addressing its cause, Assad’s bloody and repressive regime. 
Thus, the United States has taken measures to apply pressures on the regime: The Caesar 
Syria Civilian Protection Act, which provides for some of the most expansive sanctions 
against both Syrian and international commercial enterprises seeking to conduct business 
in Syria, embodies an acute mechanism for pressuring the regime and its international back-
ers to undertake political, social, and economic reforms. The Caesar Act also includes a list 
of criteria—including the de facto cessation of hostilities, release of all political prisoners, 
cooperation with human rights investigators, and pursuit of accountability for perpetrators 
or war crimes in Syria—that, if met, would allow for the partial or total suspension of the 
sanctions regime.11 The sanctions aim to further isolate Damascus and inhibit any foreign 
investment—be it from Russia, Iran, China, or regional Arab powers—in commercial sectors 
vital for Syria’s reconstruction and revitalization.12 

7  Votel, 2019, p. 25.
8  NSS, 2017, p. 49.
9  Aaron Lund, “What You Need to Know About Trump’s Syria Decision,” Century Foundation, October 7, 
2019. 
10  James Dobbins, Philip Gordon, and Jeffrey Martin, A Peace Plan for Syria IV: A Bottom-Up Approach, 
Linking Reconstruction Assistance to Local Government Formation, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corpora-
tion, PE-276-RC, 2017, p. 4.
11  Public Law 116-92, Title LXXIV, Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act of 2019, December 20, 2019.
12  Basma Alloush and Alex Simon, “Will More Syria Sanctions Hurt the Very Civilians They Aim to Pro-
tect?” War on the Rocks, June 10, 2020a; Howard J. Shatz, “With Rollout of Caesar Sanctions on Syria, U.S. 
Is Just Getting Started in New Bid to End War,” Real Clear Defense, July 22, 2020. 
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Chinese Equities
Overall, because of its heavy dependence on energy resources from the region, China does 
have some stake in Middle East stability and its peace processes—stakes that we assess to be 
at a medium level of importance to China. China’s statements show a shared interest in stabil-
ity and, therefore, some interests in peace processes. However, China is manifestly uninter-
ested in endeavors that would maintain U.S. influence and strengthen its partnerships in the 
region, seeking instead to undermine them, which means that the rhetorical alignment of its 
public goals with those of the United States is mixed. In the context of U.S.-China competi-
tion, the Middle East overall represents an opportunity for Beijing to increase its influence 
in a traditional region of U.S. dominance and access key energy resources that it needs for 
economic growth.

Insofar as conflict and endemic state fragility threatening its commercial interests in the 
region, China supports Middle East stability and ongoing peace processes—but has different 
visions for the solutions than the United States. According to its 2016 policy paper, China 
supports “seeking political resolution to hotspot issues, and promoting peace and stability in 
the Middle East.”13 However, Beijing believes much, though not all, of the instability in the 
region can be blamed on the United States, including its role in the wars in Iraq and Afghani-
stan along with its support for regime change in Syria and Libya. Additionally, China believes 
that instability is a symptom of underdevelopment. Because of this, Beijing generally believes 
that less U.S. involvement and more Chinese economic engagement in the Middle East would 
enhance stability.14 

China understands the costs of instability in the Middle East, even if it does not pub-
licly pronounce on these issues. China’s actions, however, have shown that various sources 
of instability are sufficiently concerning to warrant the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA’s) 
overseas presence in recent years.15 The PLA’s first continuous overseas operation in decades 
came in 2008 when it deployed a PLAN counterpiracy task force to the Gulf of Aden, and its 
first major overseas operation came in 2011, when it evacuated Chinese citizens from Libya 
during the civil war there.16 In 2015, the PLAN evacuated almost 1,000 people from Yemen as 
the country broke into civil war, shortly after the PLAN supported the elimination of Syria’s 

13  State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 2016. 
14  See Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Babel: Podcast Miniseries: China in the Middle 
East,” undated. 
15  This is also very likely because the region (and other powers) tolerated a Chinese military presence there. 
For further discussion of China’s growing security role in the region, see Joel Wuthnow, The PLA Beyond 
Asia: China’s Growing Military Presence in the Red Sea Region, Washington, D.C.: National Defense Univer-
sity, January 2020.
16  We address the counterpiracy operations in depth as a freedom of navigation issue in a companion 
volume to this report (Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023).
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chemical weapons in 2014 amid its civil war.17 Even more importantly, Beijing’s first overseas 
base opened in Djibouti in 2017. 

China’s degree of interest in the peace processes that are at the top of U.S. attention—
Israel-Palestine and Syria—is moderate. The CCP has stated that the Israel-Palestine issue is 
“the root cause of the turmoil in the Middle East.”18 And as noted, China’s economic inter-
ests would be threatened were armed conflict to break out. Yet China’s involvement in the 
peace process has been negligible. China has proposed some general peace plans, but they 
lack specific details. Historically, Beijing has supported the Palestinian cause and provided 
military support to various Palestinian armed groups, and China recognized the State of Pal-
estine in 1988. Conversely, China did not establish formal ties with Israel until 1992, and, ever 
since, China’s official policy has been the establishment of a sovereign Palestine. In July 2017, 
Xi proposed a limited four-point approach promoting a political settlement of the Israeli-
Palestine issue, broadly calling for a resolution via development and cooperation between the 
Palestinians and Israel.19 Xi proposed a China-Israel-Palestine trilateral dialogue mechanism 
shortly afterward—neither of which has done much to surge the peace process forward.20 
Overall, Xi reiterated China’s position that it “firmly supports the two-state solution and the 
establishment of an independent State of Palestine, enjoying full sovereignty on the basis of 
the 1967 borders and with East Jerusalem as its capital.”21 

While having largely taken a back seat on Syria-related issues, China has generally aligned 
with Russia, particularly in the UN.22 China supports a political settlement without outside 
interference—which refers to U.S. pressure against Assad—putting it at odds with the U.S. 

17  “Chinese Navy Completes Escort Mission of Transporting Syria’s Chemical Weapons,” People’s Daily 
Online, February 13, 2014.
18  Andrew Scobell and Alireza Nader, China in the Middle East: The Wary Dragon, Santa Monica, Calif.: 
RAND Corporation, RR-1229-A, 2016, p. 6. 
19  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi Jinping Holds Talks with President 
Mahmoud Abbas of Palestine: The Two Heads of State Stress to Promote the Comprehensive Development 
of China-Palestine Friendly Cooperative Cause,” July 18, 2017. This updates an earlier 2014 Chinese pro-
posal: Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “China Raises Five-Point Peace Pro-
posal on Settling Israel-Palestine Conflict,” August 4, 2014a.
20  Stivachtis, ed., 2018, p. 82.
21  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2017. This communiqué exhibited the 
same language as the 2016 white paper: State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, 
2016.
22  Giorgio Cafiero, “China Plays the Long Game on Syria,” Middle East Institute, February 10, 2020.
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approach.23 Specifically, Foreign Minister Wang Yi in January 2020 stated that China believes 
that 

the political transition process in Syria must be led by the Syrian people, and the future of 
Syria, ultimately, can only be decided by the Syrian people themselves . . . without being 
partial to any particular party, to create favorable conditions and a necessary environ-
ment for a political transition plan and avoid imposing any political solution from the 
outside.”24 

China has pledged to support Syrian reconstruction. As Xi said in 2019, “China stands 
ready to participate in Syria’s reconstruction within its own ability and do the best [it can] to 
help the Syrian people resume their normal life and production soon.”25 Nevertheless, not a 
single expert we interviewed believed that China would contribute substantive reconstruc-
tion funds for Syria, citing Beijing’s wariness of rampant corruption in Syria and the myriad 
armed actors—both affiliated and unaffiliated with the regime—that hinder trade in the 
country and would impede Beijing’s return on investment.26 Thus far, Beijing has commit-
ted little concrete funding for reconstruction, and its contributions are likely to be in the 
form of loans, trade, and other revenue-generating engagements, not aid. In this, China’s 
approach to Syrian reconstruction may echo its approach to other reconstruction efforts else-
where: Beijing has shown a willingness to support reconstruction efforts in Iraq, but it does 
so through the lens of investment, establishing an “oil for reconstruction” program whereby 
Iraq provides China with 100,000 barrels per day in exchange for Chinese firms conducting 
reconstruction efforts in Iraq.27 

Russian Equities
Because of Russia’s involvement in Syria, its concern about violent extremism and terrorism, 
and a broader resurgence of interest in the Middle East driven in part by the goal of coun-
tering U.S. influence, Russia does have a considerable stake in Middle Eastern stability—
which we assess to be at a medium level of importance. Although in competition with the 
United States and its allies for influence, Russia is in at least mixed rhetorical alignment with 
the United States with regard to interest in stability broadly and the salient peace processes 
addressed here. 

23  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Wang Yi Proposes Five Principles to 
Facilitate a Political Settlement of Syrian Issue,”  January 1, 2020a. 
24  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2020a.
25  “Xi Expounds China’s Position on Syrian Conflict, Venezuelan Crisis, Iran’s Nuclear Issue,” Xinhua, 
June 5, 2019. 
26  Interview with U.S. Department of State official, Amman, February 12, 2020; John Calabrese, “China 
and Syria: In War and Reconstruction,” Middle East Institute, July 9, 2019. 
27  Salam Zidane, “Iraq, China Launch ‘Oil for Reconstruction’ Agreement,” Al-Monitor, October 10, 2019.
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As noted in Chapter Two, Russia’s overarching goals in the Middle East are building 
regional influence and asserting the role of a regional power broker. Russia’s official strategic 
documents express a general interest in stability in the Middle East, including support for 
peace processes in the region. Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept declares its aspiration for “a 
meaningful contribution to stabilizing the situation in the Middle East and North Africa,” 
which includes “promot[ing] political and diplomatic settlement of conflicts in regional States 
while respecting their sovereignty and territorial integrity and the right to self-determination 
without outside interference.”28 Moscow’s interest in stability is rooted in several key national 
security and foreign policy interests. Russia has serious concerns about extremism and ter-
rorism and is concerned about the spillover of Middle Eastern conflicts into Russia itself.29 
Moscow is also deeply preoccupied with instability rooted in “external interference”—that is, 
the alleged Western instigation of events such as the Arab Spring, as well as Western mili-
tary interventions such as in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya.30 Moscow sees Western-backed 
regime change as intimately tied to the threat of terrorism and broader Middle Eastern sta-
bility and so has declared its support for “political and diplomatic settlement of conflicts in 
regional States while respecting their sovereignty and territorial integrity and the right to 
self-determination without outside interference.”31 In that light, Russia’s interest in Middle 
Eastern stability encompasses containing current conflicts as well as an ambition to under-
mine Western influence in the region and prevent the United States and the West from inter-
fering with standing regimes—a tendency that Russia views as threatening to its own regime. 

Russia’s declared interest in resolving Middle East conflicts includes the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. Russia declares its intention to “strive to achieve a comprehensive, fair and last-
ing resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in all its aspects consistent with interna-
tional law.”32 That is, Russia supports the two-state solution and supports UN-led Israeli-
Palestinian talks.33 Russia is part of the Middle East Quartet, along with the UN, EU, and 
the United States, formed in 2002 to help mediate peace negotiations and support Palestinian 
development. Moscow’s ambition to be in the position of broker is supported by maintaining 
relationships with all involved parties. 

Russia restored relations with Israel in 1991, after the Soviet-era break of relations follow-
ing the 1967 Six-Day War, but the relationship became particularly important after Putin’s 
rise to power and has generally improved since—and in particular, since Russia’s intervention 

28  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
29  For discussion, see Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023; see also Charap, Treyger, and Geist, 2019, pp. 4–5.
30  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016; Government of Russia, “Meeting of the 
Valdai International Discussion Club,” Kremlin, October 24, 2014; Charap, Treyger, and Geist, 2019.
31  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
32  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
33  For example, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Deputy Foreign Minister and Spe-
cial Presidential Representative for the Middle East and Africa Mikhail Bogdanov’s Interview with Egyp-
tian Newspaper Al-Ahram, Published on June 9, 2020,” June 9, 2020a.
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in Syria.34 Putin became the first Russian president to visit Israel in 2005 and has referred 
to Israel as a “special state,” and the Kremlin has consistently reiterated its commitment to 
resolving the Israeli-Palestinian and Arab-Israeli issues.35 As Russia expert Eugene Rumer 
observes, this relationship is “the most important development in Russia’s Middle East policy 
since the end of the Cold War.”36 Moscow has also cultivated ties with the Palestinians, 
and has attempted to push disparate Palestinian movements to unify, in order to facilitate 
negotiations.37

Russia also has other interests that would not benefit from conflict involving Israel: Nota-
bly, it has economic and security interests in Egypt and Lebanon, which an all-out confla-
gration between either state and Israel would threaten. Renewed hostilities between Egypt 
and Israel—dormant since the 1978 signing of the U.S.-brokered Camp David Accords—is 
highly unlikely. However, clashes between Lebanese Hezbollah (LH) and Israel are a distinct 
possibility, given the two actors’ history of conflict and LH’s continued buildup of military 
capabilities, with Iranian support.38 Furthermore, such a conflict would almost certainly 
spill over into Syria, where LH is active and Iran is entrenching proxy armed groups on Isra-
el’s northeastern border.39 Russia has an interest in preventing another large-scale conflict 
between Israel and Syria, which would further disrupt efforts to conclude Syria’s brutal civil 
war and would likely put Russian service members in harm’s way.

Russia also has a significant interest in ending the Syrian armed conflict. Since its inter-
vention in 2015, Moscow has stabilized the Assad regime and provided critical air support to 
regime forces as they reclaim lost territory. Moscow’s direct intervention has given it consid-
erable sway within the Syrian regime, its security apparatus, and sectors of the local economy. 

34  Rumer concludes that the “view that ‘for Israel Putin is definitely the best person who ever sat in the 
Kremlin,’ as expressed by former Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak, is apparently shared by many in the 
Israeli leadership,” which produced the steady improvement in relations between the two states (quoting 
“Putin as Bismarck: Ehud Barak on West’s Russia Blind Spots, the Middle East and More,” Russia Matters, 
November 28, 2016).
35  Aref Bijan, “Russia’s Approach to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict with Emphasis on the ‘Deal of the Cen-
tury,’” Russian International Affairs Council, February 25, 2020; Luiza Khlebnikova, “Who Needs a Deal-
Maker? Russia’s Mediation in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,” Italian Institute for International Political 
Studies, December 20, 2019. 
36  Rumer, 2019, p. 12.
37  For example, in February 2019, Moscow was hosting 12 Palestinian movements to help reconcile their 
divisions (Maxim A. Suchkov, “Intel: Why Russia’s Warming Ties with Israel May Lead Moscow to Embrace 
Trump’s Peace Plan,” Al-Monitor, January 30, 2020a). 
38  David E. Johnson, Hard Fighting: Israel in Lebanon and Gaza, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 
MG-1085-A/AF, 2011; Richard C. Baffa and Nathan Vest, “The Growing Risk of a New Middle East War,” 
United Press International, August 21, 2018. 
39  Mohanad Hage Ali, Power Points Defining the Syria-Hezbollah Relationship, Washington, D.C.: Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, March 29, 2019.
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Russia has been consistent in its support for a political settlement of the Syrian conflict, even 
as it intervened militarily: 

Russia stands for a political settlement in the Syrian Arab Republic and the possibility 
for the people of Syria to determine their future based on the Geneva communiqué of 
June 30, 2012, statements by the International Syria Support Group and relevant UN 
Security Council resolutions. Russia supports the unity, independence and territorial 
integrity of the Syrian Arab Republic as a secular, democratic and pluralistic State with 
all ethnic and religious groups living in peace and security and enjoying equal rights and 
opportunities.40 

Although hostilities on the ground have not been extinguished, numerous actors—Russia 
foremost among them—are attempting to negotiate Syria’s political future, which is linked 
to the state’s ability to recover from the immense economic damage that the country has sus-
tained. As Aleksandr Aksenenok, Russia’s former ambassador and current vice president of 
the Russian International Affairs Council, observed, “a new military reality”—that is, regime 
victory and reassertion of sovereignty—“cannot be sustainable without economic reconstruc-
tion and the development of a political system that will rest on a truly inclusive approach 
and international consent.”41 Thus, Russia’s efforts to influence the course of Syria’s future 
involves reconstruction. 

What Moscow seeks is an internationally accepted government in Syria—and the interna-
tional assistance for reconstruction that would come with it.42 Rebuilding Syria is important 
to Russia because it hopes to continue benefiting from Syria militarily and economically, 
seeking a role for Russian companies in reconstruction projects.43 Moscow has made it clear 
that it seeks Western participation in Syria’s reconstruction, including the United States. And 
Russia has criticized Western nations for their conditional positions on the issue. For exam-
ple, Lavrov has claimed the Western position to be “counterproductive,” contrary to inter-
national legal norms, and harmful to the Syrian refugees who are returning or would like to 
return to the country.44 At the same time, Moscow has approached governments around the 
world to invest in Syria—including a written proposal to the United States.45 Russia has also 
attempted to use the issue of refugee returns to attract Western interests—and to link the 

40  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
41  Aleksandr Aksenenok, “War, the Economy and Politics in Syria: Broken Links,” Russian International 
Affairs Council, April 17, 2020.
42  Interview with U.S. think tank researcher, phone, May 1, 2020. 
43  Seth G. Jones, ed., Moscow’s War in Syria, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Stud-
ies, New York: Rowman & Littlefield, May 2020, p. 68; Samuel Ramani, “Russia’s Eye on Syrian Reconstruc-
tion,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, January 31, 2019.
44  “Lavrov Blasts West’s Refusal to Participate in Syria’s Reconstruction,” Tass, December 28, 2018. 
45  Ramani, 2019. On the proposal to the United States, and U.S. response, see Arshad Mohammed and Phil 
Stewart, “Exclusive: Despite Tensions, Russia Seeks U.S. Help to Rebuild Syria,” Reuters, August 3, 2018. 
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issue to the Western willingness to pay for reconstruction, with little success.46 However, how 
much resources and energy Russia is willing to devote to rebuilding Syria—especially with-
out considerable international cooperation—is a very open question.47 Although Russia keeps 
up the campaign, it certainly understands that the United States and the West are unlikely to 
entertain paying for the reconstruction presided over by the Assad regime, without a politi-
cal transition.48 Apart from Russia’s formal commitment to a political transition, there are 
circumstantial indications that at least some among Russia’s foreign policy elite may not be 
behind the perpetuation of Assad’s rule.49

Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, there is potential trade space for cooperation with Russia and, to a lesser 
extent, China on intersecting areas of interest—which include seeking a resolution to the Israel-
Palestine issue, stabilizing and rebuilding Syria, and maintaining deconfliction channels with 
Russia. We emphasize that we do not here address the important issue of potential coopera-
tion on countering terrorism and violent extremism in the region, which is addressed in a 
companion volume on the global commons.50 We assess willingness or potential for coop-
eration to be at the medium level for both countries, although we note that it is still relatively 
higher for Russia than China. However, whether the opportunities to cooperate may be seized 
is in large part contingent on future policy choices and future developments—notably, U.S. 
policy choices about how to pursue objectives on which there is some alignment with Russia 
and/or China.

46  Anchal Vohra, “Russia Wants to Trade Syrian Refugees for Money,” Foreign Policy, November 17, 2020; 
Marianna Belenkaya, “Проект «беженцы». Что Россия планирует дальше делать в Сирии [Project “Ref-
ugee.” What Russia Plans to Do in Syria in the Future],” Carnegie Center Moscow, November 18, 2020. 
47  Interview with Israeli think tank researcher, Tel Aviv, February 16, 2020; interview with Israeli diplomat, 
Jerusalem, February 17, 2020. See also Jones, 2020, p. 68.
48  Belenkaya, 2020.
49  Notably, a pessimistic assessment of Russia’s former ambassador to Syria, Aleksandr Aksenenok, about 
the Assad regime’s ability to preside over a transition to a normal economy and arrest corruption, as well as 
a publication of material critical of al-Assad in a paper owned by Yevgeny Prigozhin:

In the course of military de-escalation it is becoming increasingly obvious that the regime is reluctant 
or unable to develop a system of government that can mitigate corruption and crime and go from a military 
economy to normal trade and economic relations. According to prominent Syrian economists, the central 
government in Damascus is failing to restore control over economic life in the more remote provinces 
(Aksenenok, 2020).

For an American expert assessment of these signs, see Alexander Bick, “Assad the Spoiler: Russia’s Chal-
lenge in Syria,” Wilson Center, April 30, 2020.
50  Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023.
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Israeli-Palestinian Peace Process 
All three powers share common strategic interests in the region related to stability, including 
rhetorical alignment in their support for the Israeli-Palestinian peace process; all three states 
also have interests in maintaining the relatively peaceful modus vivendi between Israel and 
its Arab neighbors, particularly Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria. And there is some evidence to 
conclude that each may be willing to cooperate, even if conditionally. Russia and, to a lesser 
extent, China have consistently displayed a willingness to negotiate with the United States on 
issues concerning Israel. When then–U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry undertook a year of 
shuttle diplomacy in an attempt to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian issue, China provided nom-
inal political support.51 China has been willing to commit some resources toward Middle 
East stability in the past, even if modest and not in direct cooperation with the United States: 
Most significantly, China has contributed troops to UNIFIL since 2006, with 419 noncombat 
troops primarily deployed in southern Lebanon as of mid-2020.52 China has also appointed a 
special envoy for the Israeli-Palestine issue in 2002.53 According to some expert assessments, 
U.S.-China cooperation may still be at least possible: for example, Andrew Scobell and Ali-
reza Nader have argued that although China seeks to balance against U.S. regional influence, 
it does not seek to oppose Washington, especially not through military means. Rather, China 
“seeks to cooperate with the United States because Beijing considers Washington a critical 
force for stability in the region.”54 However, Washington has not substantively engaged Bei-
jing in recent years, so it is ultimately difficult to judge China’s willingness to bargain or 
cooperate on these issues further.55 

As for Russia, there is a history of cooperation between Moscow and Washington on 
efforts to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian issue and Arab-Israeli conflict. For instance, U.S. 
President George H. W. Bush and Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev co-hosted the 1991 
Madrid Conference, which sought to “put an end to the Arab-Israeli conflict.”56 In 2003 and 
following the second Palestinian Intifada, the United States, Russia, the EU, and the United 

51  Guy Burton, “China, Jerusalem and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,” Middle East Institute, February 20, 
2018.
52  United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon, “UNIFIL Troop-Contributing Countries,” webpage, 
August 31, 2020; “Chinese Peacekeepers in UNIFIL Complete 17th Rotation in Lebanon,” Xinhua, May 28, 
2019.
53  Zheng Guihong, “China’s First Special Envoy to Middle East,” China.org, November 8, 2002.
54  Scobell and Nader, 2016, p. 20.
55  Over 2012–2013, the Obama administration held at least two iterations of the U.S.-China Middle East 
Dialogue at the Under Secretary of State level, where “developments in the Middle East, with particular 
attention to Syria, Iran, and Middle East Peace” were discussed (U.S. Department of State, “U.S.-China 
Middle East Dialogue,” August 14, 2012; U.S. Department of State, “U.S.-China Middle East Dialogue,” 
June 20, 2013). For one discussion on this topic, see Paul Haenle, Marwan Muasher, Wang Suolao, Brett 
McGurk, and Wang Yu, “Reshaping Middle East Policy: U.S. and Chinese Approaches,” Carnegie-Tsinghua 
Center for Global Policy, April 16, 2019. 
56  U.S. Department of State, Office of the Historian, “The Madrid Conference, 1991,” undated.
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Nations—the so-called Quartet on the Middle East—cooperated to craft the Road Map for 
Peace, which aimed to achieve a comprehensive settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian issue.57 
Since unveiling its Road Map for Peace, the quartet has continued to meet and cooperate 
on the Israel-Palestine issue.58 Even in recent years, amid a downturn in U.S.-Russia rela-
tions, both powers have continued to meet to discuss Israel-relevant issues. For instance, in 
July 2019, the U.S., Russian, and Israeli national security advisers held trilateral meetings in 
Jerusalem to discuss, among other things, Israel’s security and mutual concerns over Iran’s 
expanding presence in Syria.59 In May 2020, Moscow’s Special Envoy to the Middle East con-
ducted a phone conference with the U.S. Special Representative for International Negotia-
tions to discuss prospects for resolving the Israeli-Palestinian issue.60

Although Russia and China have shown a willingness to engage with the United States 
and to expend resources on Israel-related political and security issues, comprehensive policy 
cooperation is less likely, at least at present. The two powers share the U.S. interest in an 
Israeli-Palestinian peace, but, at present, they largely disagree on the path to such an out-
come. China has voiced its support for the two-state solution while denouncing the U.S. gov-
ernment’s 2017 decision to move its embassy to Jerusalem and recognize the city as Isra-
el’s capital.61 The Trump administration’s peace plan also did not enjoy much success with 
Moscow, with the Russians in effect denying its viability after it was rejected by a broad set 
of Arab states.62 In response to Israel’s declaration of intentions to annex the West Bank in 
July 2020 pursuant to the U.S. plan, Russia sought to dissuade Israel from the move, pushing 
instead for an international conference with the participation of the quartet, several Arab 
nations, and the Palestinians.63 Russia has also offered to host a meeting between President 
Mahmoud Abbas and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in Moscow.64 Therefore, Russia 

57  United Nations, “The Question of Palestine,” webpage, undated-b.
58  Middle East Quartet, Report of the Middle East Quartet, United Nations, New York, S/2016/595, July 7, 
2016, p. 2; United Nations, “The Office of the United Nations Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace 
Process,” website, undated-a. 
59  Aleksandr Aksenenok, “Jerusalem Format: Searching for a Solution to the Crisis in the Middle East,” 
Russian International Affairs Council, September 3, 2019. 
60  Maxim A. Suchkov, “Russia’s Playbook on the Trump Peace Plan,” Middle East Institute, May 22, 2020b.
61  Noa Landau, “In Blow to Trump and Netanyahu, UN Rejects U.S. Recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
Capital,” Haaretz, December 21, 2017.
62  For example, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said in February 2019 that “the information we 
have shows that this future ‘deal’ will destroy everything that has been accomplished so far” (quoted in 
Suchkov, 2020a; see also “Russia: Trump’s Mideast Plan Contradicts UN Resolutions,” Haaretz, February 2, 
2020).
63  “Russia to Convene Mideast Quartet for Talks on West Bank Annexation Plans,” Times of Israel, May 22, 
2020. 
64  Nikolay Plotnikov, “Palestine Ends All Agreements with Israel and the United States,” Russian Interna-
tional Affairs Council, May 27, 2020; Daoud Kuttab, “Will Moscow Save the West Bank from Annexation?” 
Al-Monitor, June 5, 2020. 
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may seek to assert itself as the preferred interlocutor of the Arab-Israeli peace process, sub-
verting the United States’ influence in the peace process.65 Moreover, as a long-time Israeli 
expert on Russia’s foreign and military affairs warned, in view of Russia’s aspiration to be a 
regional power broker, it may not want to “solve” all the problems in the region—“because 
once solved, they don’t have any role in the region. They want to manage them.”66 Subse-
quently, even though the United States and Russia may be working toward similar strategic 
objectives—supporting Israel’s security and promoting the resolution of the Israel-Palestine 
issue—they do so on parallel tracks, with little to no state-to-state cooperation.

Neither China nor Russia played a direct role in the U.S.-brokered Abraham Accords 
between the UAE, Bahrain, and Israel, but both powers did tacitly express support for the 
normalization of relations between the two Arab states and Israel, voicing their hopes that 
such measures would improve regional security. Both Russia and China emphasized with 
approval Israel stepping back from annexing parts of the West Bank as part of the accords, 
which, in Moscow’s and Beijing’s view, would have imposed a major obstacle to achieving 
progress on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.67 

In sum, there are reasons to believe—though the prospects are mixed—that Russia and 
China would cooperate with the United States, depending on the U.S. approach to conflict 
resolution. Whether such cooperation would advance U.S. interests with regard to the issue 
is not wholly unambiguous, however. Notably, even if the United States and China were more 
closely aligned on the particular policy toward the Israel-Palestine issue, China might have 
only modest impact on progressing the process toward peace, playing a token role for optics 
and to maintain ties on the issue with regional partners—particularly Israel and Egypt.68 
However, given its permanent position on the UN Security Council and its historical sup-
port to the Palestinian cause, Beijing could obstruct a peace progress if it were sidelined 
or excluded from negotiations, possibly providing cover or encouragement for Palestinian 
intransigence or even vetoing a resolution in the Security Council. Cooperation with Russia, 
by contrast, might be more consequential for advancing the peace process, in view of its 
greater footprint and influence in Israel and the neighborhood—again, assuming alignment 
on the particular policy approach.

65  Bijan, 2020. 
66  Interview with Israeli academic, Tel Aviv, February 17, 2020.
67  Vladimir Putin, “Telephone Conversation with Prime Minister of Israel Benjamin Netanyahu,” 
August 24, 2020b; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Foreign Ministry Spokes-
person Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on August 14, 2020,” August 14, 2020b.
68  Efron et al., 2019, p. 35.



Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

160

Cooperation in Syria: Diplomatic Resolution, Deconfliction, and 
Reconstruction 
Diplomatic Resolution 
Diplomatically resolving the Syrian Civil War is one the most salient trade spaces for coop-
eration in the Middle East among all three great powers: There is partial rhetorical alignment 
on the goals of resolution and some evidence that Russia and China might be willing to coop-
erate. Russia is arguably the most prominent international arbiter of Syrian affairs and plays 
an influential role in multilateral efforts to resolve the conflict—namely, the United Nations’ 
Geneva peace process and the parallel Astana process. The United States and Russia has pre-
viously made cooperative steps toward diplomatic resolution, primarily working through 
the Geneva process to broker ceasefires—even if such steps could not be deemed success-
ful. In December 2015, for instance, U.S.-Russia cooperation in Geneva led to the passage 
of UNSCR 2254, which called for a cessation of hostilities and established a roadmap for a 
political transition in Syria.69 Additionally, following the Astana process’s 2017 establish-
ment of four deescalation zones—Idlib Province in the northwest, northern Homs Province 
and Eastern Ghouta in west-central Syria, and Dar’a Province in the southwest—Russia, the 
United States, and Jordan brokered a ceasefire in the southern zone and created the trilateral 
Amman Monitoring Center to enforce compliance of the ceasefire.70 

Although the Geneva processes has thus far failed to achieve constitutional reforms, it 
remains a potential venue for cooperation. As part of the diplomatic roadmap laid out by 
UNSCR 2254, international parties involved in the Syrian conflict pursued reforms to the 
Syrian constitution, and numerous parties—including the United States, Russia, and Euro-
pean and regional actors—are still pursuing such reforms within the UN-sponsored process. 
Indeed, in January 2018, Russia, Iran, and Turkey—the three major parties of the Astana 
process—proposed a constitutional committee.71 The United States and other relevant par-
ties accepted the Astana trio’s proposal while stipulating that the committee and reform 
efforts remain within the Geneva process, to which the trio acquiesced. There are reasons 
to doubt that there are strong preconditions for robust cooperation here: Skeptics argue that 
Russia is using the Astana process specifically to subvert Geneva, where the United States has 
a role, and enabling the Assad regime to exploit the process for political cover to reconquer 

69  Jones, 2020, p. 54.
70  Several years later, it is unrealistic to expect that UNSCR 2254 will be implemented, and all of the de-
escalation zones have failed, save for Idlib—which has remained intact largely because of the Turkish mili-
tary presence in the area. Yet, both the Geneva process and the de-escalation zones at least reflected U.S. 
attempts to cooperate with Moscow on the Syria file (Jones, 2020, p. 56; interview with Jordanian defense 
official, Amman, February 12, 2020).
71  Charles Thépaut, “The Syrian Constitutional Committee Is Not About the Constitution,” Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, May 27, 2020b.
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opposition areas and bide time until Syria’s 2021 presidential elections, which Assad will 
almost surely rig and win.72 

Nevertheless, the constitutional reform effort arguably represents the last medium in 
which Moscow and Washington are cooperating on Syria-related issues at a strategic level; 
the UN Special Envoy for Syria, for one, urged the need for the United States and Russia to 
cooperate in this manner.73 In view of Russia’s key role in Syria, a cooperative approach is 
likely to be more consequential than a lack thereof—even keeping in mind prior failures. 

China is obviously less involved and has less influence over outcomes. China has tradi-
tionally aligned with Russia on Syrian matters and has had a special envoy for Syria since 
2016.74 Beijing has also regularly called for and participated in international dialogue, par-
ticularly through the Geneva track, to promote a political settlement to conflict.75 The gains 
to the United States of cooperating with China in this respect are more speculative than is the 
case for Russia, because Chinese participation in the diplomatic process may not significantly 
improve prospects of diplomatic successes. However, engaging China may provide greater 
incentives for China to deliver on its representations (and those by Chinese businesses) for 
Syria’s reconstruction—if U.S. policymakers determine this to be a desirable development. 
We further discuss reconstruction efforts below, but we note here that both this possibility 
and the consequences of cooperating with Russia are attended by considerable downsides—
which we identify below as negative second-order effects. 

Deconfliction
Pending diplomatic resolution of the conflict, the United States and Russia can continue 
building on existing military-to-military cooperation to deconflict their ongoing operations 
in Syria. At the operational level, the United States and Moscow maintain a 24-hour hotline 
between mid-level officers at the U.S. Combined Air Operations Center in Qatar and the 
Russian Hmeimim Air Base in Syria to deconflict air operations in eastern Syria. Addition-
ally, both powers also maintain a communication line at the three-star level between the U.S. 
director of strategic plans at the Joint Staff with his Russian counterpart, as well as a similar 
line at the three-star level between the U.S. commanding general of the counter-ISIS cam-
paign, Operation Inherent Resolve, and his Russian counterpart in Syria.76 

Assessments of the success of this mode of cooperation vary: Extant deconfliction chan-
nels have not eliminated all accidental clashes between U.S.- and Russia-backed forces and 
Russia, but many participants and experts assess this to have had positive practical effects. 

72  Thépaut, 2020b. 
73  Tom Miles, “U.N. Looks for U.S.-Russia Understanding to Spur Syria Peace Process,” Reuters, June 27, 
2019. 
74  Cafiero, 2020. 
75  “Chinese Envoy Calls for Political Settlement of Syria Crisis Through Dialogue,” CGTN, May 19, 2020.
76  Weiss and Ng, 2019.
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Moreover, it was viewed as valuable enough by both parties that its operation was maintained 
throughout otherwise low points in the relationship and in spite of Russia’s threats to dis-
continue.77 As the conflict continues, Washington and Moscow could at least maintain the 
deconfliction lines to avoid incident and escalation. Furthermore, as discussed below, the 
communication lines at higher levels could be broadened to facilitate dialogue on strategic-
level Syrian issues, in addition to tactical deconfliction. 

Reconstruction
Washington, Beijing, and Moscow all have an interest—in varying forms and to differ-
ent extents—to begin reconstruction efforts for a Syria devastated by nearly a decade of 
war. International efforts to help reconstruct Syria have been estimated to cost upward of 
$400 billion.78 Despite signing memoranda of understanding and assuring the Assad regime 
of Russian-funded reconstruction projects once the guns fell silent, economic difficulties 
and limited political will make it unlikely that Moscow will be able to follow through on 
its promises.79 Thus, Russia has made a variety of efforts to invite U.S. and Western coop-
eration on reconstruction, and it is the fate of the Assad regime that is the key stumbling 
block to cooperation. In 2018—using the line of communication maintained between the two 
generals—Russian Chief of General Staff Valery Gerasimov reportedly sent a communiqué 
to U.S. General Joseph Dunford, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, proposing coor-
dination between the powers on reconstruction and repatriating Syrian refugees.80 However, 
Washington has been adamant that Western reconstruction funds are contingent on genuine 
political reforms within the regime and likely entailing Assad’s removal from power, here-
tofore a red line for Moscow, which sees such an imposition as a Western attempt at regime 
change. Subsequently, the United States and Russia have shown little in the way of genuine 
cooperation concerning Syria’s reconstruction. 

Beijing’s interest in reconstruction is lukewarm at present. Financially, China has com-
mitted roughly $50 million toward Syrian humanitarian causes, including a 2017 pledge by 
Xi for $30 million for refugees.81 More broadly, China has touted itself as a leading investor 
in postwar Syria, including a reported 2017 pledge for $2 billion toward an industrial park, 
though it is unclear exactly how much has actually been invested so far.82 The lopsided bal-

77  Weiss and Ng, 2019.
78  Joseph Daher, “The Paradox of Syria’s Reconstruction,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
September 4, 2019.
79  Interview with U.S. Department of State official, Amman, February 12, 2020; interview with Israeli 
think tank researcher, Tel Aviv, February 16, 2020.
80  “Russia Seeks U.S. Cooperation on Syria Reconstruction and Refugee Return,” Middle East Eye, August 3, 
2018.
81  Calabrese, 2019. 
82  Liu Zhen, “U.S. Withdrawal from Syria Leaves China’s Plans for Investment up in the Air, Analysts Say,” 
South China Morning Post, December 29, 2018. For more on China and Syrian reconstruction, see Nicho-
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ance of promised investments and loans versus tangible aid is evident in Xi’s 2018 pledge for 
$20 billion of loans to the Middle East but only $15 million in actual aid for Palestine and 
$91 million split among Syria, Yemen, Lebanon, and Jordan.83 

U.S.-Russia cooperation, and to a lesser extent cooperation with China, on Syrian recon-
struction remains conceivable, if not immediately possible. Amid the ongoing war, COVID-19 
pandemic, and neighboring Lebanon’s financial crisis, the Syrian regime neared economic 
collapse by mid-2020 and arguably thrust Assad into his weakest position ever.84 Assad has 
not shown willingness to compromise or concede to mounting economic and social pressures, 
even within loyalist camps. Nevertheless, Western-led investment in Syria’s reconstruction is 
vital for Russia to recoup the blood and treasure spent in support of the Syrian regime, as well 
as to avert regime collapse in Syria amid an economic upheaval, which would again threaten 
Russian access to its two major bases in Syria, which partially drove Russia’s 2015 interven-
tion in the first place. Russia may be increasingly willing to deal with the United States and 
other Western actors to foster political and economic reform within the regime—perhaps in 
exchange for sanctions relief and opening the taps for reconstruction funds. Beijing’s interest 
in reconstruction might pick up depending on developments: In particular, Beijing’s limited 
support for both Moscow and Damascus likely reflects a certain wariness of U.S. sanctions.85 
Were the conditions placed by the sanctions fulfilled and the threat of sanctions recede, Bei-
jing may proceed more energetically. 

Table 8.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

TABLE 8.1

Interest in Cooperation on Promoting Middle East 
Stability and Peace Processes

 China Russia

How important is the issue area Medium Medium

Space for cooperation

Rhetorical alignment Mixed Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate Medium Medium

las Lyall, “China in Postwar Syria,” The Diplomat, March 11, 2019; Cafiero, 2020; and Roie Yellinek, “Will 
China Rebuild Syria?” Ramat Gan, Israel: Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies, April 1, 2020. 
83  Christian Shepherd, “China’s Xi Pledges $20 Billion in Loans to Revive Middle East,” Reuters, July 9, 
2018.
84  Charles Lister, “Is Assad About to Fall?” Politico, June 11, 2020.
85  Sinan Hatahet, Russia and Iran: Economic Influence in Syria, London, UK: Chatham House, March 2019, 
p. 9.
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Obstacles
Multiple obstacles impede the paths to cooperation between the United States and China or 
Russia on issues of regional stability and promoting peace processes, some of which are evi-
dent in the delineation of the trade space above. 

First, apart from general lack of trust between the United States and its competitors, Rus-
sia’s record on Syria entrenched skepticism in Washington about prospects of cooperating 
with Moscow on the conflict. Among the Astana process’s hallmark achievements are the 
four deescalation zones established between the regime and opposition, which provided these 
areas a respite from what had been years of violence. However, the Assad regime and its Rus-
sian and Iranian backers exploited the deescalation zones to concentrate their overextended 
resources and systematically violated and reconquered the deescalation zones. In addition 
to these deescalation violations, Russia also failed to honor its 2013 agreement to facilitate 
the dismantling and removal of the Syrian regime’s chemical weapons, and media outlets 
linked to the Kremlin have spread disinformation, promoting false-flag narratives that the 
opposition, not the regime, was responsible for chemical attacks that have killed hundreds of 
civilians.86 Russia’s track record of upholding its end of bargains which it itself negotiated is 
mixed at best, contributing to the lack of trust between Moscow and Washington, which may 
impede genuine cooperation on resolving the Syrian conflict.87

Second, a U.S. administration that cooperates with Russia on Syria-related issues—
particularly reconstruction—might also have to overcome or, at the very least, take into con-
sideration audience costs. Congress passed the Caesar Act with broad bipartisan support, 
reflecting a united resolve to pressure the Assad regime to pursue political reforms and to 
punish the regime for its brutal tactics and targeting of civilians over the course of the civil 
war. An attempt by a U.S. administration to cooperate with Russia without the regime first 
having met the Caesar Act’s criteria for sanctions relief would likely be met with staunch 
opposition in Congress. Moreover, even if the Caesar Act’s criteria for cooperation were to be 
met, cooperation with Russia, the crucial abettor of the Assad regime’s crimes, might be met 
with considerable domestic resistance.

Third, multiple third parties hold power to affect the possibilities of cooperation on this 
set of issues. While we do not identify every state involved, we highlight the decisive role that 
Iran and the Assad regime and Israel and the Palestinian Authority themselves play in the 
respective conflicts. Russia may be the arbiter of Syrian affairs among the international actors 
involved in the conflict, but Iran has established its own spheres of influence within multiple 
sectors of the Syrian regime and also plays a prominent role. In the long run, Moscow and 
Tehran are competing for influence and the spoils of war in Syria. Their positions diverge at 

86  Nour Malas, “Syria Attack Exposes Failed Deal to Rid Regime of Chemical Weapons,” Wall Street Jour-
nal, April 11, 2017; Adam Rawnsley, “Russian Trolls Denied Syrian Gas Attack—Before It Happened,” Daily 
Beast, April 12, 2018.
87  Interview with U.S. Department of State official, Amman, February 12, 2020. See also Weiss and Ng, 
2019.



Middle East Stability and Peace Processes

165

times, and Iran may impede U.S.-Russia efforts to diplomatically resolve the conflict, par-
ticularly if a tentative resolution sought to curtail Iranian influence in the country.

Moreover, despite being relatively beholden to its foreign backers, the Assad regime still 
has a say. Multiple experts and government officials interviewed for this study argued that 
Russia would prefer to diplomatically resolve the Syrian conflict, at least nominally pursuing 
the political and constitutional reforms laid out in UNSCR 2254.88 Nevertheless, Moscow’s 
ability to deliver Damascus, pressuring Assad to enact reforms in exchange for desperately 
needed reconstruction aid, is circumspect, as the regime has heretofore refused to reform 
in any substantive manner. It is possible, for example, that Moscow legitimately supported 
the four Astana-produced deescalation zones. However, Assad’s determination to reclaim 
all of Syria from the opposition neutralized any genuine Russian desire to maintain the de-
escalation zones. Furthermore, as long as Damascus sees U.S. policies in Syria as tantamount 
to regime change or threatening the regime’s future stability, it will likely continue to under-
mine, or even wholly refuse to participate in, efforts to resolve the conflict. 

Similarly, Israel and the Palestinian Authority will ultimately determine whether and 
how the Israel-Palestine issue is resolved. Traditionally, Washington, Beijing, and Moscow 
have all aligned on issues such as support for the two-state solution; despite this, the conflict 
has remained unsolved for decades, in large part because of the willingness to use violence 
among both Israelis and Palestinians.89 Nevertheless, given their historical and relatively 
warm ties with all three powers, Israel and the Palestinian Authority are not likely to balk at 
U.S.-China-Russia cooperation to resolve the Israel-Palestine issue. 

Fourth, although all three great powers have intersecting interests in diplomatically 
resolving the Syrian conflict, U.S. and Russian policy priorities have inhibited substantive 
conflict resolution thus far because of issue linkages. As noted, the United States man-
dating that Assad step down from power as any part of a diplomatic resolution or recon-
struction in Syria, as well as Russia’s resolute political and military backing of Assad, will 
preclude cooperation—unless one or both of the parties step away from their positions, or 
developments render the linkages moot. Moreover, since guaranteeing the regime’s stability 
and reclaiming the majority of the country, Russia’s foremost objective in Syria is, arguably, 
expelling the United States’ remaining military presence in Syria.90 Washington is unwill-
ing to fully withdraw from eastern Syria and along the Syria-Iraq-Jordan border until it can 
ensure, to some degree, its gains made against ISIS and that group’s territorial defeat. Diplo-
matic attempts to resolve the conflict might remain frustrated. 

Finally, legal constraints apply at least in the immediate term: The Caesar Act greatly 
curtails the possibility of United States cooperating with Russia or China on reconstruction 

88  Interview with U.S. Department of State official, Amman, February 12, 2020; interview with Jordanian 
defense official, Amman, February 12, 2020; interview with Israeli think tank researcher, Tel Aviv, Febru-
ary 16, 2020.
89  Middle East Quartet, 2016, p. 2; Efron et al., 2019, p. 52.
90  Interview with U.S. Department of State official, Amman, February 12, 2020.
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efforts in Syria. As mentioned above, the Caesar Act may impose “secondary” sanctions on 
foreign individuals or entities seeking to do business in Syria, which will almost certainly 
minimize international actors’ desire to engage in reconstruction efforts, lest they be sub-
jected to sanctions. The act provides seven criteria that the Assad regime must meet to be 
eligible for sanctions relief, and it is unlikely that the regime will comply with all of these; 
critics of the act have argued that the regime has weathered decades of sanctions thus far and 
will likely continue to do so.91 The Caesar Act has a five-year sunset clause, and Congress is 
unlikely to relax that constraint through legislation. Thus, it is unlikely that the United States 
will legally be able to cooperate with Russia on reconstruction in the near term, barring car-
dinal changes of circumstances. 

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation

With regard to cooperation with China or Russia on issues relating to stability and promoting 
peace processes in the Middle East, second-order effects of potential cooperation opportuni-
ties should be also taken into account.

First, there are no clear ways in which U.S. pursuits of cooperation with one or the other 
power can create significant friction in that partnership. Both China and Russia, to differing 
degrees, seek to undermine and balance against U.S. influence in the Middle East, exploiting 
turbulent U.S. relations in the region. However, potential tension points between Russia and 
China in the Middle East can arise—notably, through the potential for increasing economic 
competition. There is a modest and somewhat speculative possibility that U.S.-cooperation 
with Russia on reconstruction might sharpen those tensions down the line. Russia bene-
fits from China’s growing investments throughout the region: Chinese investment and the 
accompanying prospect of job creation, even if limited and uneven, embody a potential life-
line to some regional governments that might otherwise succumb to mounting popular dis-
satisfaction with failing social contracts, as was the case during the 2011 Arab uprisings. 
Investment and prospective job creation also present an effective means of Beijing currying 
favor in the region, partially at Washington’s expense, which benefits Moscow’s zero-sum 
game. However, Moscow is also interested in reaping financial benefits in the region, par-
ticularly through oil and natural gas concessions and reconstruction contracts, for which 
it may have to compete with China. In Syria in particular, substantial Chinese investment 
remains unlikely in the near term so long as U.S. sanctions under the Caesar Act remain in 
place. However, in the event of genuine U.S.-Russia cooperation on this issue, which would 
mean the rollback of Caesar Act sanctions, China might pursue BRI and reconstruction proj-
ects. Should this occur, Russia would have to compete against Chinese investors, potentially 

91  Basma Alloush and Alex Simon, interviewed by Aaron Stein, “The Caesar Civilian Protection Act: The 
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undermining substantial Russian commercial interests in Syria and its intent to receive at 
least partial compensation for its military intervention and support to the Assad regime. 

Second, U.S. cooperation with China and/or Russia on promoting Middle East stability 
and maintaining peace agreements is motivated by first-order goals—ending the Syrian con-
flict or resolving the Israel-Palestine issue, which would benefit the security and livelihoods 
of millions of people long affected by these conflicts. Yet, such cooperation—if successful—
also has potential positive externalities for broader regional security and abets additional 
U.S. strategic interests in the region. Syria’s civil war and security vacuum allowed for the 
resurgence of Al-Qa’ida in the Levant and the emergence of the Islamic State and attracted 
the largest wave of Salafi-jihadi foreign fighters in history.92 Ending the Syrian conflict and 
undertaking—or at least permitting—reconstruction efforts would put the war-torn country 
on the long path toward recovery and begin shrinking the space in which violent extremist 
groups could operate. Peace in Syria may also contribute to containing Iran’s presence and 
influence in the Levant, which it expanded throughout Syria’s civil war. Combating violent 
extremist groups and countering Iran are two of the United States’ primary objectives in the 
Middle East, and both could be facilitated by cooperation with Russia and, to a lesser extent, 
China on resolving the Syrian conflict.93 Cooperating with one or both powers to resolve the 
Israel-Palestine issue and maintaining a relatively peaceful modus vivendi between Israel and 
its neighbors could similarly promote regional stability and avert a conflict involving Israel, 
Iran, and its proxies that could potentially broaden into a catastrophic regional conflagration, 
as will be discussed in the following chapter.

Another second-order effect worth considering is the avoidance of the potential negative 
ramifications for the United States that may manifest, should it fail to engage with Russia 
on ending the Syrian conflict. Between the Astana process and the withdrawal of most U.S. 
forces from Syria in late 2019, Washington has ceded much of its influence on Syrian affairs. 
Without cooperating with Russia, it will likely have little say in Syria’s future, allowing Russia, 
Turkey, and Iran to take the reins.94 Such an eventuality may have further negative ramifi-
cations on U.S. influence in the region as whole, with diminished U.S. capability to contain 
bellicose behavior on the parts of Iran, Turkey, and other actors in the region. Therefore, 
although cooperating with Russia to resolve the Syrian conflict and retain what influence 
Washington has in the Levant is not a positive externality, in and of itself, doing so might 

92  Joanna Cook and Gina Vale, From Daesh to ‘Diaspora’: Tracing the Women and Minors of Islamic State, 
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93  Chapter Nine of this report discusses the United States’ strategic objective of countering Iran, the rel-
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potential cooperation on countering violent extremist groups, see Chapter Five of this report’s companion 
volume on the global commons (Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023). 
94  Ben Hubbard, Anton Troianovski, Carlotta Gall, and Patrick Kingsley, “In Syria, Russia Is Pleased to Fill 
an American Void,” New York Times, October 15, 2019.
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avert additional negative externalities that could impede the United States’ pursuit of other 
strategic objectives in the Middle East. 

Third, the potential for cooperative action on this issue area carries with it the risk of 
negative externalities—notably, that U.S. influence in the region will diminish to the benefit 
of Russia and China. Potential cooperation with China on issues of Middle Eastern stability 
could further open the door for Beijing to grow its influence in the region, at Washington’s 
expense. Furthermore, China cultivating commercial influence in the region, and especially 
in Israel, has implications for U.S.-China competition outside the Middle East. China-Israel 
defense relations ended in 2005, when Israel, under U.S. pressure, declined to help China 
upgrade its Harpy UAVs, which it acquired from Israel in the 1990s. Nevertheless, Israel 
may play an important role in China’s bid to sustain economic growth and the BRI through 
emerging technologies, considering that Chinese investments in Israel’s thriving tech sector 
totaled approximately $600 million in 2017, nearly a 200 percent increase from 2013.95 In 
addition, tech-related investments might not solely benefit China’s commercial interests, 
and Beijing might look to incorporate transferred or stolen Israeli technology into its mili-
tary modernization program. Increased Chinese equities in Israel does mean another great 
power is invested in the country’s security. Yet, China’s mounting commercial presence in 
the country—as well as that of other regional actors, such as the Gulf States—also provides 
Beijing opportunities to further its geopolitical interests outside the Middle East, including 
in areas where Washington and Beijing are more directly at loggerheads.

Russian presence and influence in the Middle East—and especially the Levant and North 
Africa—is increasingly a fact on the ground, but providing Moscow a role in resolving 
regional conflicts and easing tensions may legitimize and entrench its claim as a preferable 
alternative to the United States as arbiter of regional matters. Coming to the negotiating table 
with Russia sends the signal that its support for a repressive, human-rights-violating regime 
was a legitimate policy choice. And facilitating Russia’s buildup of influence could under-
mine U.S. ability to determine outcomes in the region down the line. Moreover, considering 
the large-scale destruction that Moscow and the regime have wrought over the course of the 
conflict, there is a sense within Washington that Moscow and Tehran should assume the 
massive burden of rebuilding the war-torn country—and a by-product of U.S. cooperation 
will be to provide Moscow the financial resources necessary to rebuild and recoup its losses 
in Syria. Indeed, in May 2020, James Jeffrey, then serving as U.S. Special Envoy to the Middle 
East, stated that his “job is to make [Syria] a quagmire for the Russians,” reflecting a prevalent 
aversion in Washington to such a second-order effect.96
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Conclusion

As was the case during the Cold War, the Middle East is a theater of great power competition 
today. The United States, China, and Russia all vie for influence in the region and, to varying 
degrees, seek to expand security, economic, and diplomatic partnerships with Middle East-
ern actors. The United States’ strength in the region and ability to pursue its strategic objec-
tives rely on its partnerships. China and Russia seek to undermine, or even fully subvert, the 
United States’ strategic partnerships in the region, growing their own security, economic, and 
diplomatic ties with Middle Eastern countries that have long orbited within the United States’ 
sphere of influence.

Yet, the Middle East also presents limited space for cooperation, particularly regarding 
a resolution to the Israel-Palestine issue, diplomatic resolution to the Syrian civil war, con-
tinuing deconfliction, and beginning Syria’s reconstruction. (We reiterate that the possibil-
ity for cooperation on countering violent extremism in Syria is discussed in the global con-
text in a companion report.97) Moreover, Russia’s growing influence in the region and its 
key role in Syria’s future means that the United States would have a very hard time making 
progress without Russia’s participation. To be sure, cooperation with either power on these 
issues is contingent and conditional on a number of factors. Notably, progress on the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process requires that the would-be cooperating parties come to agree not 
only on the ends (conflict resolution) but also the means (the contours of the peace plan): This 
would most likely require a renewed U.S. support of the two-state solution to the conflict.98 
To an extent, the United States, China, and Russia all have converging interests on these 
issues. However, multiple obstacles could impede substantive cooperation: In particular, on 
ending the Syrian conflict, a lack of trust between Washington and Moscow and issue linkage 
may impede substantive cooperation.

In considering options to seize any of these opportunities for cooperation, U.S. decision-
makers will also have to consider the positive and negative second-order effects that coop-
eration might have on U.S. strategic interests and on allies and partners. Notably, insofar 
as coming to the table with rivals boosts their role and influence, the United States must 
weigh the further dilution of its influence in the region. Nevertheless, issues of stability and 
resolving regional tensions, ending long-running conflicts, and Syrian reconstruction pres-
ent some of the few issues on which genuine U.S. cooperation with Russia, China, or both 
is possible. With the likely obstacles and potential strategic implications in mind, an effort 
should be made to engage both powers to pursue mutual objectives that may positively affect 
a region whose stability benefits all three powers. 

97  Cohen, Kepe, et al., 2023. 
98  This is not to suggest that U.S. policy should change solely on account of the possibility of cooperation 
with Russia or China. 
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CHAPTER NINE

Countering Iran and Its Proxies

Iran’s policies and support for militant actors throughout the Middle East constitute a persis-
tent security threat to U.S. and allied interests. Russia and China, by contrast, have established 
cooperative relationships with Iran in some respects, although neither power embraces Iran’s 
role and policies wholesale. This chapter focuses on the possibilities for cooperation on two 
key dimensions of the Iranian threat: Iran’s nuclear ambitions (and its military power more 
generally) and its support for proxy actors throughout the region. Past instances of substan-
tive cooperation on Iran’s nuclear program, most notably the 2015 signing of the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), and nominal cooperation on containing Iran’s proxy 
network, particularly in Syria, portend some room for future cooperation. However, espe-
cially in the immediate term, multiple obstacles inhibit potential cooperation, which could 
have positive effects for regional security but possibly dilute U.S. standing in the Middle East.

In this chapter, we first review the U.S., Chinese, and Russian equities or interests with 
regard to Iran to determine where there exists at least rhetorical alignment among competi-
tors. Next, we identify specific areas of cooperation in the space where interests are aligned, 
review the evidence that Russia or China are willing to negotiate and cooperate on issues of 
overlapping interests, and identify obstacles to actualizing cooperation. Finally, we identify 
salient second-order effects of pursuing cooperation.

Understanding the Equities

U.S. Equities
Following strategic competition with revisionist powers China and Russia, the 2018 NDS 
clearly establishes destabilizing rogue regimes—North Korea and Iran—as the third most 
pressing threat to U.S. national security. The Islamic Republic of Iran is “competing with its 
neighbors, asserting an arc of influence and instability while vying for regional hegemony, 
using state-sponsored terrorist activities, a growing network of proxies, and its missile pro-
gram to achieve its objectives.”1 Countering Iran’s malign activity is therefore important to 
also achieving other U.S. strategic objectives in the Middle East: Iran attempts to grow its 
regional influence at the expense of U.S. partnerships, it sponsors violent extremist organiza-

1  NDS, 2018, p. 2.
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tions to expand its proxy network, and it undertakes bellicose activities in the Persian Gulf, 
threatening freedom of navigation and a stable global energy market.

Historically, Iran has exploited moments of instability to expand its influence and under-
mine its adversaries in the region. Iran seized on the tumult of Lebanon’s 15-year civil war 
to establish ties with and build the capacity of Lebanese Hezbollah (LH). Similarly, follow-
ing the 2003 toppling of the Saddam regime, Iran supported Shi’a armed groups and pro-
Iranian politicians to foster substantial influence and compete with the United States within 
its previously antagonistic neighbor. The Islamic Republic also provided sophisticated arms 
to its proxies in the Iraqi conflict, contributing to nearly 200 U.S. military personnel deaths.2 
Furthermore, prior to the JCPOA in 2015, the Iranian regime was aggressively developing 
nuclear weapons, posing a severe security threat to Israel and other key U.S. partners in the 
region.

Iran undertakes similar malign activity today, continuing its support for designated ter-
rorist groups, such as LH, Hamas, and Islamic Jihad in the Palestinian territories and Kata’ib 
Hezbollah and Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq in Iraq. Tehran also sponsors other destabilizing armed 
groups in the region, such the Houthis in Yemen, the Badr Organization in Iraq, and multiple 
armed groups in Syria, not to mention the pariah Assad regime itself.3 Moreover, the Islamic 
Republic continues to proliferate sophisticated arms and missile systems to its partners and 
proxies, diminishing Israel’s qualitative military edge over other armed actors in the region, 
which prompted kinetic responses by Israel and the United States in Syria and Iraq.4 Through 
the proliferation of sophisticated arms to its proxies and its own asymmetric kinetic actions, 
Iran threatens freedom of navigation and the global energy market’s stability.5

The United States has undertaken prominent diplomatic, economic, and military efforts 
to counter malign Iranian activity in the region. Foremost, Washington engaged in years of 
negotiations with Tehran on its nuclear program, culminating in the signing of the JCPOA 
in 2015. In exchange for sanctions relief, Tehran agreed to curtail its program and adhere to 
strict inspection requirements for ten years.6 However, Washington unilaterally withdrew 

2  Marcus Weisgerber, “How Many U.S. Troops Were Killed by Iranian IEDs in Iraq?” Defense One, Sep-
tember 8, 2015.
3  See Colin Clarke and Phillip Smyth, “The Implications of Iran’s Expanding Shi’a Foreign Fighter Net-
work,” CTC Sentinel, Vol. 10, No. 10, November 2017.
4  Votel, 2019, p. 25; Megan Specia, “Israel Launches Airstrikes in Syria to Target Iranian Forces,” New York 
Times, November 20, 2019b; Omar Al-Nidawi, “The Real Cost of U.S.-Iran Escalation in Iraq,” Middle East 
Institute, January 27, 2020.
5  Most significantly, Tehran conducted a sophisticated drone and missile attack on Saudi Arabia’s Abqaiq 
and Khurais oil facilities, temporarily but dramatically reducing the Kingdom’s oil production (“Special 
Report: ‘Time to Take Out Our Swords’—Inside Iran’s Plot to Attack Saudi Arabia,” Reuters, November 26, 
2019; Julian Lee, “Saudi Oil Attack: Where Are We a Week on and What happEns Next?” Economic Times, 
September 23, 2019.
6  Zachary Laub and Kali Robinson, “What Is the Status of the Iran Nuclear Agreement?” Council on For-
eign Relations, January 7, 2020. 
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from the JCPOA in May 2018, reimposing sanctions to pressure Tehran into talks to renegoti-
ate a new nuclear deal on terms more favorable to the United States. Nevertheless, the Trump 
administration reaffirmed its commitment to preventing Iran from developing a nuclear 
weapon, stating in the NSS that the United States would “deny the Iranian regime all paths 
to a nuclear weapon.”7 To advance its interests vis-à-vis Iran, the U.S. military maintains a 
robust presence in each Arab Gulf state, as well as Iraq, which enables the United States to 
project power into the Persian Gulf and seek to deter Iranian belligerence there.8 Concurrent 
with additional military deployments, the United States has also undertaken a maximum 
pressure campaign entailing a sanctions regime intended to cripple the Islamic Republic’s 
capacity to fund its proxy network and its ballistic missile and nuclear programs and to bring 
Tehran back to the negotiating table.9 

In addition to its military presence, the United States pursues strategic partnerships and 
security cooperation programs aimed at building partners’ capacity to deter, detect, and pre-
vent Iranian aggression. For instance, the 2017 NSS states that the United States “will work 
with partners to neutralize Iran’s malign activities in the region,”10 and the 2019 CENTCOM 
Posture Statement affirms the United States’ commitment to “support [its] regional partners 
[in] developing processes and procedures to counter ballistic missiles (CBM) and counter 
unmanned armed aerial systems to help mitigate threats to civilian populations and criti-
cal infrastructure” that Iran might pose—as demonstrated in the Abqaiq attack.11 Conse-
quently, the United States has a considerable foreign military sales relationship with Gulf 
states—including Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar—which host significant U.S. military 
installations or formations.12 Lebanon provides a good example of security cooperation with 
partners: the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) has been a steadfast U.S. security partner since 
2005, serving as a counterweight to Iran’s primary proxy in the region, LH, which poses a 

7  The White House, “President Donald J. Trump Is Ending United States Participation in an Unacceptable 
Iran Deal,” May 8, 2018; NSS, 2017, p. 49.
8  Thomas Gibbons-Neff, “How U.S. Troops Are Preparing for the Worst in the Middle East,” New York 
Times, January 6, 2020; Eric Schmitt, “U.S. to Reduce Troop Levels in Iraq to 3,000,” New York Times, Sep-
tember 9, 2020b. See also Lolita C. Baldor, “U.S. Deploys Air Defense Systems, Troops to Saudi Arabia,” 
Associated Press, September 26, 2019.
9  Michael Pompeo, “After the Deal: A New Iran Strategy,” speech delivered at the Heritage Foundation, 
Washington, D.C., May 21, 2018a; Ariane Tabatabai and Colin P. Clarke, “Iran’s Proxies Are More Powerful 
Than Ever,” Foreign Policy, October 16, 2019. 
10  NSS, 2017, p. 50.
11  Votel, 2019, p. 6.
12  Over the past ten years, the United States has approved multiple CBM-related foreign military sales deals 
to the three aforementioned Gulf states, comprising dozens of Thermal High Altitude Area Defense and 
Patriot PAC-3 systems, along with hundreds of missiles, radars, and fire control and communication sys-
tems, designed to intercept incoming ballistic missiles (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
data files on U.S. arms sales to Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, undated-a).
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considerable threat to Israel’s security.13 In addition to the LAF, the United States has also 
invested significantly in the Iraqi military and U.S. security partners in Syria—namely the 
Syrian Democratic Forces—investments that are intended to aid in the counter-ISIS fight but 
also serve as a “counterweight to Iranian influence.”14

Chinese Equities
Overall, we assess China’s stakes in the Iran issue area to be of a medium level of importance, 
because of Iran’s potential as an energy resource for Chinese economic growth and as a coun-
terweight to U.S. influence in the region. China’s common desire for stability in the Middle 
East makes it generally opposed to Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons and support to proxy 
armed groups, many of which are designated terrorist groups. However, China’s “strategic 
partnership” with Iran and a sympathetic view of Iran’s security situation—i.e., the threat 
posed by the United States and China’s needs for its energy resources—mean that its objec-
tives are only in mixed rhetorical alignment with those of the United States. Ultimately, Bei-
jing’s close ties with Tehran represent a strategic counterweight to the United States in the 
context of competition in the Middle East. And Iran represents a reliable source of key energy 
products that China can rely on in a conflict with the United States if China fears that the 
United States may interdict its energy imports and broader maritime shipping through key 
sea lanes of communication.

Like the rest of the Middle East, Chinese equities in Iran are predominantly energy-related 
and commercial. Iran is China’s seventh-largest source of imported oil, at 586,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) in 2018, representing Iran’s largest destination. After the Trump administration 
reinstituted sanctions, Iranian exports to China dropped in official statistics, but it is unclear 
how much Iranian oil China is still purchasing through other, unofficial means.15 Economi-
cally, Beijing has invested heavily in the energy sector and broader Iranian market. Tehran 
is a key node on the BRI, and in 2016 Xi pledged to increase bilateral trade to $600 billion by 

13  Votel, 2019, p. 30. The assistance includes military aid—the United States has provided over $1.7 bil-
lion to the LAF since 2006—as well as equipment (Security Assistance Monitor, data files on U.S.-provided 
security assistance to Lebanon, FYs 2014–2019, accessed January 31, 2020). See also Jack Detsch, “Trump 
Unfreezes U.S. Military Aid to Lebanon Without Explanation,” Al-Monitor, December 2, 2019; and U.S. 
Department of State, “U.S. Security Cooperation with Lebanon,” May 21, 2019.
14  Office of the Secretary of Defense, Department of Defense Budget Fiscal Year (FY) 2016: FY 2016 Over-
seas Contingency Operations (OCO) Iraq Train and Equip Fund (ITEF), Washington, D.C., March 2015, 
p. 9. Congress originally authorized the U.S. Department of Defense to provide support to Iraqi security 
forces to combat ISIS in December 2014, creating a congressional appropriation entitled the Iraq Train and 
Equip Fund. The FY 2017 Consolidated Appropriations Act merged the Iraq and Syria C-ISIS train and 
equip efforts into one appropriation, which became the Counter-ISIS Train and Equip Fund; see also Secu-
rity Assistance Monitor, data files on U.S.-provided security assistance to Iraq and Syria, FYs 2014–2020, 
accessed January 31, 2020.
15  Dalga Khatinoglu, “Iranian Oil Shipments to China Rebranded in Malaysia to Circumvent Sanctions,” 
Radio Farda, June 15, 2020.
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2026—although that goal is unlikely, with 2019 bilateral trade at only $23 billion and a drop 
of more than 30 percent from 2018, mostly reflecting the impact of U.S. sanctions.16 China 
has invested at least $27 billion in Iran, with significant commitments to the energy sector, 
including a $16 billion investment in the Northern Pars natural gas field.17 The relationship 
has not always been smooth, as Iran terminated a $2.5 billion deal in 2014 and a Chinese 
state-owned enterprise backed out of a $4.5 billion project in 2019.18 Nevertheless, the overall 
economic relationship is expected to deepen in the coming years, due to both economic and 
political considerations.19

The political relationship between China and Iran is driven by a shared animosity toward 
the United States and a common interest in building Iran’s power as a counterweight to the 
United States in the region. In 2016, the two capitals upgraded their relationship to a “com-
prehensive strategic partnership,” an indication of their closeness.20 As Xi has stated, “no 
matter how the international and regional situations change, China’s resolve to develop [a] 
comprehensive strategic partnership with Iran will remain unchanged.”21 From China’s per-
spective, according to a 2016 RAND report, “Iran can help counter U.S. power in the Middle 
East as China chips at U.S. influence in East Asia.”22 In the security domain, China has deep-
ened military ties but has not undertaken much high-profile support.23 China’s recent joint 
military exercise (with Iran and Russia) in the Gulf of Oman has also served as a signal to the 
West that broader security cooperation among Tehran, Moscow, and Beijing have reached a 
“meaningful” level.24 

16  Golnar Motevalli, “China, Iran Agree to Expand Trade to $600 Billion in a Decade,” Bloomberg, Janu-
ary 23, 2016; Emma Scott, “Defying Expectations: China’s Iran Trade and Investments,” Middle East Insti-
tute, April 6, 2016; “Iran-China Trade Dropped by One-Third in 2019,” Radio Farda, January 24, 2020. For 
perspective on rumored numbers of bilateral trade, see Jacopo Scita, “No, China Isn’t Giving Iran $400 Bil-
lion,” Bourse and Bazarr, September 20, 2019.
17  American Enterprise Institute, undated. 
18  The Economist Intelligence Unit, “Iran Terminates Chinese Oil Contract,” May 8, 2014; Najmeh Bozorg-
mehr, “Blow for Iran as Chinese Oil Group Pulls Out of Flagship Gas Field Project,” Financial Times, Octo-
ber 6, 2019. 
19  Michael Lipin and Ziwen Jiang, “Pandemic Not Likely to Stop China from Building Influence in Iran,” 
Voice of America, March 31, 2020. 
20  “China, Iran Upgrade Ties to Carry Forward Millennia-Old Friendship,” Xinhua, January 25, 2016. For 
perspective, see Peter Wood, “China’s Foreign Relations,” Twitter, September 24, 2016.
21  Chen Aizhu and Florence Tan, “Exclusive: China Shifts to Iranian Tankers to Keep Oil Flowing amid 
U.S. Sanctions,” Reuters, August 20, 2018.
22  Scobell and Nader, 2016, p. 52.
23  Joel Wuthnow, “Posing Problems Without an Alliance: China-Iran Relations After the Nuclear Deal,” 
National Defense University, Strategic Forum, February 2016.
24  Ben Westcott and Hamdi Alkhshali, “China, Russia and Iran Hold Joint Naval Drills in Gulf of Oman,” 
CNN, December 2019.
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China is no fan of a nuclear Iran: Beijing was a participant in and supported the JCPOA 
process and voted in favor of the UN resolution.25 It has been more critical of U.S. unilateral 
pressure on Tehran since the U.S. withdrawal from the agreement, claiming that Iran’s reduc-
tion of its commitment under the JCPOA does not pose a “substantial nuclear proliferation 
risk.” Accordingly, Beijing has stood by the JCPOA: In March 2020, the Chinese Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson affirmed that “the JCPOA, as an important outcome of multilateral-
ism endorsed by the UNSC Resolution 2231, should be implemented effectively and in full. . . . 
China will work with all relevant parties to continuously uphold the authority of the UNSC 
Resolution and the JCPOA and advance the political and diplomatic process of the Iranian 
nuclear issue.”26 Moreover, Beijing has strongly opposed U.S. sanctions that brought Iran to 
the negotiating table, frequently watering down UN resolutions against Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram.27 In sum, Beijing’s continuing support for the agreement puts it at odds with Washing-
ton’s current policy, if not with the ultimate goal of keeping Iran from going nuclear.28 

On the issue of Iran’s destabilizing support for proxies in the region, Beijing has said little. 
In 2006, the Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson stated plainly that “we have never labeled 
Hamas as a terrorist organization,” though it did “urge” Hamas to “abandon violence.”29 
During the Syrian civil war, China dismissed U.S. concerns about Iranian influence there.30 
Beijing has also not spoken publicly about the Iranian-backed Houthis in Yemen. Perhaps the 
closest Beijing has come to acknowledging Iran’s role in Yemen’s civil war was a May 2015 
call between the Chinese and Iranian foreign ministers, during which Wang Yi told Iran’s 
foreign minister, Mohammad Javad Zarif, that the “Chinese side is deeply concerned about 
the persistent turmoil and the increasingly severe humanitarian crisis in Yemen. . . . The Chi-
nese side stands ready to maintain communication with the Iranian side.”31 This stands in 

25  Emma Scott, “A Nuclear Deal with Chinese Characteristics: China’s Role in the P5+1 Talks with Iran,” 
China Brief, Vol. 15, No. 14, Jamestown Foundation, July 17, 2015.
26  Zhao Lijian, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian’s Regular Press Conference on March 4, 2020,” 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, March 4, 2020. 
27  “UN Votes for New Sanctions on Iran over Nuclear Issue,” BBC, June 9, 2010.
28  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Parties Reiterate to Fully and Effectively 
Implement the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) on the Iranian Nuclear Issue,” December 
2019d; Michelle Nichols, “China’s Rejects Planned U.S. Moves at U.N. on Iran Sanctions,” Reuters, May 14, 
2020b.
29  Liu Jianchao, “Foreign Ministry Spokesman Liu Jianchao’s Regular Press Conference on 1 June 2006,” 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, June 5, 2006b; Liu Jianchao, “Foreign Min-
istry Spokesperson Liu Jianchao’s Press Conference on May 30, 2006,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
People’s Republic of China, May 30, 2006a.
30  Hua Chunying, “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying’s Regular Press Conference on April 10, 
2017,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, April 10, 2017. 
31  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Foreign Minister Wang Yi Holds Tele-
phone Talks with Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif of Iran,” May 16, 2015. Because Minister Wang 
Yi made his comments to Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif, one could read the statement as Beijing cautioning 
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contrast to Beijing’s deep concerns about the cultivation of Chinese terrorists in foreign war-
zones that could return to conduct attacks domestically—such as the thousands of Uyghurs 
that Beijing claims have fought in the Syrian civil war.32 

China has taken, at most, only a muted stance on Iran’s proxy network. Beijing has a 
vested interest in ensuring the security of its shipping equities in the Gulf, such as Dubai’s 
Jebel Ali port—the busiest in the Middle East. Additionally, China’s $100 billion megacity 
project on Kuwait’s Boubyan Island could strategically entrench substantial Chinese influ-
ence at the north end of the Persian Gulf. Boubyan Island also lies at the confluence of Ira-
nian, Iraqi, and Kuwaiti domains and could be threatened by conflagration in the Gulf. Inso-
far as Iranian proxies might affect Beijing’s broader interests in the region, including the 
security of its citizens living abroad, their activities would be a cause for quiet concern. How-
ever, these concerns are unlikely to prompt Beijing to reconsider its relationship with Tehran, 
weighed against all other sources of instability in the region. Indeed, China has tolerated 
North Korea’s destabilizing behavior for decades much closer to home. Furthermore, China 
has provided limited security support, by way of arms exports, to Iran’s rivals; notably, China 
has sold tactical UAVs to regional actors—such as the UAE and Saudi Arabia—to whom the 
United States has heretofore refused to sell tactical UAVs.33 Nevertheless, continued instabil-
ity caused by Iranian proxies that incurs tangible costs for China (e.g., evacuating its citizens) 
may provide at least some impetus for cooperation with the United States that has not been 
forthcoming for other similar issues, such as the counter-ISIS counterterrorism campaign.

Overall, China rhetorically supports stability in the Middle East and stopping Iran from 
obtaining nuclear weapons, but its tangible commitment has been tepid. Experts note that 
China’s policy toward Iran continues to be a “cautious balance” between respecting U.S.-led 
sanctions and restrictions and capitalizing on the opportunities presented by Iran’s isola-
tion.34 Beijing has also sought to avoid blaming Iran for tensions arising as a result of an Ira-
nian attack on a Saudi oil facility in September 2019. The incident put Beijing’s balancing act 
between the two rivals to the test, and ultimately Beijing condemned the attack but refused 
to specifically blame Iran by name, merely referencing “relevant parties.”35 During the brief 

Tehran to act with restraint in Yemen. Conversely, one could also read it as Beijing providing Tehran very 
subtle rhetorical support in response to the Saudi-Emirati-led military intervention in Yemen that began in 
March 2015. The communiqué came only two months after the intervention and at a time when Iran’s ties 
with the Houthis were much more tenuous than they were at later stages of the war. 
32  Jacob Zenn, “An Overview of Chinese Fighters and Anti-Chinese Militant Groups in Syria and Iraq,” 
China Brief, Vol. 14, No. 19, Jamestown Foundation, October 10, 2014; Joseph Hope, “Returning Uighur 
Fighters and China’s National Security Dilemma,” China Brief, Vol. 18, No. 13, Jamestown Foundation, 
July 25, 2018; Duchatel,  2019.
33  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, data files on Chinese arms exports to the Middle East, 
2010–2019, undated-b.
34  Scobell and Nader, 2016, p. 51.
35  Michael Martina, “China Says Can’t Apportion Blame for Saudi Attack Without Facts,” Reuters, Septem-
ber 16, 201; Ben Blanchard, “China Condemns Attacks on Saudi oil Facilities,” Reuters, September 17, 2019. 
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U.S.-Iran crisis in early 2020, Beijing criticized Washington’s “military adventurism” but did 
not denounce Iran’s attack on the U.S. base in Iraq, merely calling for “restraint on both sides” 
and averting a destabilizing escalation that would jeopardize China’s myriad commercial 
interests in the region.36 

Russian Equities
We assess the Iran issue area to be of medium level of importance to Russia, because the Ira-
nian issue area concerns an important partner but does not directly implicate state or regime 
survival or core security concerns. Iran has been Russia’s closest partner in the region since 
the end of the Cold War. Russia’s relationship with Iran is nonetheless complex and rife with 
tensions. Russia does not support Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons and has concerns about 
Iran’s influence through its proxies that affect Russia’s, and its partners’, interests—all of 
which brings Russia in mixed rhetorical alignment with U.S. goals.

Russia’s official position is that of “commit[ment] to the comprehensive development of 
cooperation with the Islamic Republic of Iran,” per its 2016 Foreign Policy Concept. Decla-
rations of cooperative relations are echoed across official and public statements.37 Iran has 
been key to Russia’s regional ambitions. Importantly, Russia and Iran share an interest in 
countering and limiting U.S. influence over the Middle East. Russia’s relationship with Iran 
afforded Russia an important seat at the table at the negotiations over Iran’s pursuit of nuclear 
power. Iran’s opposition to Salafi-jihadi groups like Hayat Tahrir al-Sham and the Islamic 
State, as well as its support for Assad’s regime, made it an indispensable partner in Russia’s 
Syria campaign. Russia’s intervention in Syria appears to have been coordinated with Iran,38 
and its successes in Syria have been built on Iranian-backed ground forces. While Russian 
air power provided invaluable support to the Assad regime, Iranian-backed Syrian units and 

According to a ministry document, Xi told the Saudi king that 
The Chinese side condemned the attacks on Saudi oil facilities, and the incident has had an impact on the 
situation in the Gulf region and on the international energy market. Xi Jinping hoped for a comprehen-
sive, objective and just investigation into the incident and called on relevant parties to refrain from taking 
any actions that may escalate tensions in the region so as to jointly safeguard regional peace and stabil-
ity. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Xi Jinping Holds Telephone Talks at 
Request with King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud of Saudi Arabia,” September 20, 2019c) 

36  Wendy Wu, “As U.S. and Iran Step Back from the Brink, China Faces Energy Security Risk,” South China 
Morning Post, January 9, 2020. 
37  For example, Secretary of the Security Council of the Russian Federation Nikolai Patrushev referred 
to Iran as “ally and partner” in talks with Israel and United States (Marianna Belenkaya, “Rossiya Davala 
Uroki Iranskogo [Russia Was Giving Iranian Lessons],” Kommersant, June 26, 2019). 
38  See Nicole Grajewski, Friends or Frenemies? How Russia and Iran Compete and Cooperate, Foreign Policy 
Research Institute, March 12, 2020, citing Elena Chernenko, Ivan Safronov, and Olga Kuznetsov, “General-
Maiora Suleimani Uglyadeli v Rossii [Major General Soleimani Was Spotted in Russia],” Kommersant, 
August 14, 2015; and Olga Kuznetsova, “Iranskii General Poteryalsya Mezhdu Tegeranom i Moskvoi [Ira-
nian General Lost Between Tehran and Moscow],” Kommersant, August 14, 2015. 
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Shi’a foreign fighters provided considerable ground forces that facilitated the regime’s recap-
ture of much of the country. Indeed, Iran and its Shi’a proxies have fought and died in defense 
of the Assad regime since at least January 2012.39 Cooperation in launching the campaign in 
Syria was followed by steps that further advanced military cooperation, starting with a new 
intergovernmental agreement on military cooperation in 2015.40 In 2019, Russia, China, and 
Iran conducted an unprecedented naval exercise in the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Oman, 
serving as a symbol for the deepening of those relationships, as well as Russian and Chinese 
support for Iran against U.S. pressures. 

Russia’s economic interests in Iran’s future are not very significant, with the exception 
of arms sales and civilian nuclear power. China has $33 billion in annual trade with Iran, 
whereas Russia’s trade with Iran totals only $2 billion.41 Russia is building two nuclear facili-
ties in Iran, after previously completing the Bushehr plant. In the past, Iran has been one of 
the top recipients of Russian arms, but Russia has limited and canceled sales to comply with 
sanctions, a persistent source of Iranian irritation. However, there are signs that the arms 
sales relationship between the two may yet revive: Russia has voted against extending the 
UNSC sanctions past 2020, and “Iran has expressed its intention to buy at least 8 billion USD 
[U.S. dollars] of Russian arms and military hardware to modernize its air and naval forces.”42 
Ending the ban is important to Russia to tap the “world’s last big untapped weapons mar-
kets,” according to Ruslan Pukhov, a defense expert and head of the Center of Analysis of 
Strategies and Technologies.43 However, our expert interviews indicate that there is likely a 
limit to what Russia would be willing to sell to Iran, as it seeks to preserve a “capability gap.”44

Although the shared interests are considerable, the relationship is fraught, and Russia 
does not consider its interests to be well served by unequivocal support for Iranian actions 
and policies.45 The two have experienced conflicts over numerous issues even outside the 
Middle East, such as the division of the Caspian Sea. Within the Middle East, Russia’s equi-
ties are also tied to maintaining good relations with Iran’s adversaries, such as Israel, Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain. The possibility of a conflict between Iran and its adversaries 
imposes a certain limit to the Russia-Iran partnership: Moscow is cultivating an image of a 

39  Ali Alfoneh, “Tehran’s Shia Foreign Legions,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, January 30, 
2018. 
40  Franz-Stefan Gady, “Russia and Iran Sign Military Cooperation Agreement,” The Diplomat, January 21, 
2015. 
41  Reese Erlich, “Trump Is Driving Iran into Russia’s Arms,” Foreign Policy, May 29, 2019.
42  Grajewski, 2020, citing Ivan Safronov and Elena Chernenko, “Iran Pritsenivaetsya k Rossiiskomu Voen-
promu [Iran Is Checking out the Russian Defence Industry],” Kommersant, February 15, 2016. 
43  Henry Meyer, “Russia Rejects Extending Iran Arms Embargo, Defying U.S.,” Centre for Analysis of 
Strategies and Technologies, undated.
44  Interview with Israeli academic, Tel Aviv, February 17, 2020.
45  Views of Iran, and of the extent of desirable cooperation with it, are not uniform across the Russian gov-
erning and military elites. See, e.g., Grajewski, 2020, p. 15.
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“responsible” power in the region and would likely favor preventing such conflicts or seek to 
mediate them were they to break out, rather than unequivocally supporting Iran. 

Tensions between the two states have also become apparent over the course of the Syrian 
conflict.46 Although Russia continues to need Iranian support in Syria, Russia’s and Iran’s 
goals for the near future of the Syrian conflict diverge. Russia is more focused on conflict set-
tlement to boost its regional and global power status and is uninterested in getting involved 
in the broader Sunni-Shia competition in the region. 47 The latter guides Iran’s interests, with 
Tehran seeking entrenchment in the Levant in part to be closer to LH and Israel’s border. Iran 
has entrenched itself deeply into Syria, securing influence within its security apparatus and 
cultivating a parallel security structure through its militias, which hinders Russian attempts 
at reforming security services and the military.48 Iran can be a spoiler to anything that Russia 
tries to propose to Assad in the way of settlement, and Iran’s presence prevents the kind of 
flexibility that Russia would prefer to command. To the extent that Russia would like to aug-
ment its power status through settling a conflict (and one that the United States and the West 
could not settle), it has an interest in limiting Iranian influence in Syria.49 The same goes for 
reconstructing Syria, with Russian and Iranian businesses competing against each other.50

Another source of tensions pertains to Russia’s approach to Iranian proxies. Iran’s prox-
ies are an important part of Russia’s longer-term problem with Iranian influence in Syria. 
Moscow has signaled that the withdrawal of all uninvited foreign forces from Syria is its 
“ultimate priority after a full political settlement is achieved.”51 Foremost and in the near 
term, the Kremlin is referring to U.S. forces stationed in northeastern and southern Syria, 

46  For example, in 2016, 
Russian bombers used a base in Iran to carry out strikes in Syria prompting speculation in Russia that this 
could lead to long-term Russian access to Iranian military facilities. However, Tehran promptly cut off 
Russian access to the air base, complaining that Moscow had violated the terms of the deal by making it 
public. The Iranian government’s move was a signal that not all was proceeding smoothly in that relation-
ship. (Rumer, 2019, citing both “Syrian Conflict: Russian Bombers Use Iran Base for Air Strikes,” BBC 
News, August 16, 2016; and Anne Barnard and Andrew E. Kramer, “Iran Revokes Russia’s Use of Air Base, 
Saying Moscow ‘Betrayed Trust,’” New York Times, August 22, 2016)

47  Interview with Israeli academic, Tel Aviv, February 17, 2020; Rumer, 2019.
48  Alexey Khlebnikov, 2019.
49  Putin had stated that “We proceed from the assumption that in view of the significant victories and suc-
cess achieved by the Syrian Army in its fight against terrorism, and the start of a more active phrase of the 
political process, foreign armed forces will be withdrawing from the territory of the Syrian Arab Republic” 
(Vladimir Putin, “Statements Following Russian-Syrian Talks,” Kremlin, May 17, 2018). Alexander Lavren-
tiev, Russia’s Special Envoy to Syria, then clarified that this includes Iran (Igor Subbotin, “Иран отказался 
уступать Сирию российским войскам [Iran Refused to Cede Syria to Russian Troops],” Независимая 
[Independent], May 23, 2018).
50  See, e.g., Ramani, 2019b; “Exclusive: Russia, Iran Race for Syria Reconstruction Deals,” Asharq Al-Awsat, 
September 20, 2018.
51  Dmitry Peskov, quoted in “Withdrawal of Foreign Troops Stationed in Syria Illegitimately Is Priority, 
Says Kremlin,” Tass, October 24, 2019.
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as well as Turkish forces in northern Syria. Yet, in the longer term, Russia also likely wants 
Iranian forces and Iran’s foreign proxies out of Syria. Iranian proxy networks in Syria and 
Lebanon also threaten Israel, a partner for Russia. Russia may also have other interests that 
militate in favor of working to limit the destabilizing activities of Iranian proxies. As Russia 
seeks to expand its influence throughout the region, relations with countries such as Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Egypt could by bolstered by Russia’s efforts, however tacit, to limit Ira-
nian proxies. And as Rumer observes, allowing Israel to attack Iranian targets within Syria 
serves not only to accommodate Israel’s security interests but also to minimize Iran’s influ-
ence postconflict—and boost Russia’s.52 

Russia’s position vis-à-vis the American objective of countering Iran’s nuclear ambitions, 
like China’s, is somewhat ambiguous. Russia is also no fan of a nuclear Iran. Russia voted 
in favor of the 2006 UNSCR 1737, which restricted the provision of nuclear-related weapon 
technology to Iran, and it was one of the parties to suggest P5+1 negotiations, which yielded 
the JCPOA.53 Russia formally supports nonproliferation—in the Middle East in particular.54 
Furthermore, Russia’s formal commitment to cooperation with Iran is accompanied by the 
quest to “ensure the consistent implementation of the joint comprehensive agreement to settle 
the situation around the Iranian nuclear programme based on UN Security Council resolu-
tion 2231 of July 20, 2015 and relevant IAEA [International Atomic Energy Agency] Board of 
Governors decisions.”55 Russia also declares that it will “continue its balanced policy in favor 
of a comprehensive political and diplomatic settlement of the situation with Iranian nuclear 
program through dialogue based on a step-by-step and mutual interest approach and in strict 
compliance with nuclear non-proliferation requirements.”56

After the United States withdrew from the JCPOA, a move that Russia called a “destruc-
tive policy,” Russia continued its support for the agreement.57 Russia also likely perceives 
the risk of a nuclear Iran as less imminent than does the United States, according to a well-
known expert on Russia’s defense issues.58 And, notwithstanding its concerns about nonpro-
liferation, Russia is a key supporter of Iran’s civilian use of nuclear power and has lobbied for 

52  Rumer, 2019, p. 15.
53  United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1737, United Nations, New York, December 27, 2006.
54  Russia’s 2016 Foreign Policy Concept states that Russia “maintains an unwavering commitment to 
strengthening the political and legal foundations of the nuclear non-proliferation regime, as well as the 
non-proliferation of other weapons of mass destruction and their means of delivery”; Russia “supports the 
creation of zones free from nuclear weapons and other types of weapons of mass destruction, primarily in 
the Middle East” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016). 
55  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
56  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016.
57  See Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, “Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s Statement 
and Answers to Media Questions at a Joint News Conference Following Talks with Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of Iran Mohammad Javad Zarif, Moscow, December 30, 2019,” December 30, 2019c.
58  Interview with Israeli academic, Tel Aviv, February 17, 2020.
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exemptions from UN sanctions in this regard.59 In spite of U.S. pressure, Russia built Iran’s 
Bushehr reactor—completed in 2011—and has concluded contracts for additional construc-
tion on Bushehr.

Space for Cooperation

In our assessment, there is potential trade space for cooperation with Russia, and to a lesser 
extent China, on averting a nuclear-armed Iran, containing Iran’s proxies, and limiting arms 
and technology exports to Iran. As is the case with the issue area pertaining to Middle East 
stability addressed in the prior chapter, we assess willingness to cooperate to be at the medium 
level for both countries, although we note that it is still relatively higher for Russia than 
China. And as with the issues addressed in the prior chapter, whether the opportunities to 
cooperate may be actualized is in part contingent on future policy choices and future devel-
opments, including U.S. policy choices about how to pursue objectives on which there is some 
alignment with its competitors. Iran is an important partner to China and Russia, but it is 
not indispensable to either power, and both have engaged with the United States in pursuit 
of common interests in the past, including on limiting Iran’s nuclear program and restrict-
ing arms sales to Iran. Additionally, Russia and the United States have, on a limited basis and 
often indirectly, cooperated to curtail Iran’s proxy network throughout the Middle East and 
particularly in Syria.

Limiting Arms and Military Technology Exports to Iran
China and Russia are two of the largest arms exporters to Iran but have historically demon-
strated some willingness to cooperate with the United States on curtailing arms sales to Iran. 
China has been integral to Iran’s military modernization efforts and helping Iran establish 
its domestic defense industry. Nevertheless, the administration of George W. Bush engaged 
Beijing on several Iran-related issues and reportedly succeeded in curtailing Chinese arms 
exports there.60 China has also reduced its arms sales to Iran since 2010, in compliance with 
UN sanctions and prohibition of major arms transfers to Iran.61 

China has cooperated with the United States to curtail Iran’s nuclear program; however, 
it has been less willing to cooperate with the United States on curtailing Iran’s ballistic mis-
sile program and military modernization. While Iran is now able to domestically produce 
its sophisticated ballistic missiles, China’s past provision of missile technology served as a 

59  See, e.g., James Dobbins and Ivan Timofeev, “The United States and Russia in the Greater Middle East,” 
Russian International Affairs Council, March 2019. 
60  Dennis Wilder, “The U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue: Continuity and Change in Obama’s 
China Policy,” Brookings Institution, May 15, 2009. 
61  Scobell and Nader, 2016, p. 57.
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foundation for Iran’s contemporary indigenous capacities.62 Additionally, although Beijing 
has officially curbed its security assistance with Iran, Chinese businesses may be providing a 
workaround whereby Beijing is in compliance with UN sanctions but front companies con-
tinue supporting Iranian arms development and military modernization efforts.63 Moreover, 
China signaled that it would not support the United States’ efforts in mid-2020 to extend the 
2015 UN arms embargo on Iran associated with the JCPOA.64 China might seek to rejuve-
nate its arms exports to Iran and help fulfill the Islamic Republic’s desire to modernize its 
military, especially its aged air fleet. Much of this decision will depend on how much Beijing 
values positive relations with Washington, how many concessions it can get out of Washing-
ton, and its long-term need for Iranian energy and geopolitical position. 

Russia has also shown some, though mixed, willingness to cooperate in the past. Nota-
bly, after the imposition of UN sanctions and amid a brief period of warming U.S.-Russia 
relations, Moscow suspended the transfer of S-300 air defense systems to Iran in 2010. How-
ever, with a return of frosty relations between Washington and Moscow following the latter’s 
intervention in Ukraine and annexation of Crimea in 2014, Russia lifted the freeze on the 
S-300 transfer in 2015, and the systems were delivered to Iran in 2016.65 

As Rumer points out, however, although Russia did eventually sell the S-300s to Iran, 
Russia also provided Israel with sensitive technical data on the systems to help Israeli air-
craft evade the defenses.66 Moscow’s behavior in this instance suggests that its arms sales 
to Iran do not have immutable priority—they, too, are a bargaining chip in the balancing 
act that Russia tries to pull off among adversaries in the Middle East.67 Indeed, Rumer also 
cites more recent reports that Russia declined Iran’s request to procure the S-400 air defense 
system while again providing Israel with technical knowledge to help its aircraft avert poten-
tial threats that the S-400 might pose in the future.68 Additionally, in late 2019, Israel report-
edly agreed with Russia to cancel the sale of Israeli arms equipment to Ukraine and Georgia, 
in exchange for which Russia acquiesced to Israeli requests to not sell undisclosed weapon 
systems to Iran.69 Regional experts interviewed for this study suggested that Russia is hesi-
tant to sell high-profile platforms—such as the S-400—to Iran and the Syrian regime, fearing 

62  Robert Einhorn and Vann H. Van Diepen, “Constraining Iran’s Missile Capabilities,” Brookings Institu-
tion, March 2019. 
63  Scobell and Nader, 2016, p. 57.
64  Nichols, 2020.
65  Grajewski, 2020, p. 6.
66  Rumer, 2019, p. 16.
67  One of our interviewees made a similar point, observing that Russians use “everything for a card at the 
negotiating table” (interview with Israeli think tank researcher, Tel Aviv, February 16, 2020).
68  Rumer, 2019, p. 16.
69  “Russia Nixed Arms Sales to Israel’s Enemies at Its Request, PM’s Adviser Says,” Times of Israel, Novem-
ber 2, 2019. 
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that the United States or Israel might target and destroy the platform, which would have det-
rimental strategic implications on international perceptions of Russian military technology 
and its deterrence value.70 Thus, Moscow may be willing to bargain or cooperate with the 
United States vis-à-vis arms transfers to Iran and particularly prospective transfers of politi-
cally sensitive platforms.

To be sure, evidence for Russia’s inclination to act in a way that coincides with U.S. inter-
ests in this regard is mixed. Russia has historically been and will likely continue to be a key 
provider of military arms to Iran. Additionally, Iran may be benefiting from the covert trans-
fer of Russian military technology to modernize its domestically produced platforms. For 
instance, Tehran announced in mid-2016 that it would it begin producing the “Karar” main 
battle tank, modeling it after the Russian T-90, suggesting that Russia may be assisting Iran 
in the Karar’s development.71 As such, Russia’s genuine cooperation on limiting arms sales to 
Iran and adherence to arms embargoes is arguably inconsistent and unreliable. 

Nevertheless, given the historical willingness from Russia and, to a lesser extent, China 
in this space, limiting arms exports to Iran provides another opportunity for cooperation. 
Beijing’s track record of circumventing restrictions on transferring military technology to 
Tehran suggests that genuine cooperation may be unlikely. However, Russia may be willing 
to deny Iran the S-400 and other high-end air defense systems for reasons described above. 

Averting a Nuclear-Armed Iran
First and foremost, neither China nor Russia has an interest in a nuclear-armed Iran. Beyond 
mere rhetorical alignment, Beijing and Moscow have demonstrated a willingness to engage 
and, to a modest extent, to cooperate with Washington on restricting Iranian nuclear activi-
ties. For instance, during the Obama administration, Washington and Beijing engaged in 
Track 1, Track 1.5, and Track 2 dialogues that touched on Iran’s nuclear program.72 Under 
the Trump administration, discussions continued, but without much by way of specific areas 
of agreement or tangible results.73 

70  Interview with an Israeli think tank researcher, Tel Aviv, February 16, 2020; interview with an Israeli 
academic, Tel Aviv, February 17, 2020.
 Report: A Serious] گزارش: تحول جدی در توان زرهی نیروهای مسلح/ تزریق صدها تانک جدید به سازمان رزم ارتش و سپاه“  71
Change in the Armament Capacity of the Armed Forces/Injection of Hundreds of New Tanks into the 
Army and IRGC Combat Organization],” تسنیم  ,July 17, 2016; Anton Mardasov ,[Tasnim News] خبرگزاری 
“Why Russia’s Grip on Syrian Military Is Weaker Than It Seems,” Al-Monitor, April 22, 2020. 
72  U.S. Department of State, Office of the Spokesperson, “China-U.S. Strategic and Economic Dialogue 
Outcomes of the Strategic Track,” July 14, 2014; U.S. Department of State, Office of the Spokesperson, “U.S.-
China Strategic and Economic Dialogue Outcomes of the Strategic Track,” June 7, 2016. 
73  During the 2018 U.S.-China Diplomatic and Security Dialogue in November 2018, according to the 
U.S. Department of State readout, “The United States raised the threat posed to regional stability by Iran’s 
nuclear and missile programs, support for terrorist organizations, and other malign behavior. Both sides 
intend to continue consultations on topics related to Iran” (U.S. Department of State, Office of the Spokes-
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China’s past cooperation with the United States in this regard, however, had distinct limits. 
Iran’s relative economic dependence on China gives Beijing a considerable amount of leverage 
when dealing with the United States and its Western allies.74 Even after the United States uni-
laterally withdrew from the JCPOA and reimposed sanctions on Iran in 2018, China was able 
to secure a waiver from the United States, allowing it to purchase oil from Iran for 180 days.75 
Though the waiver permitted China to import up to 360,000 bpd from Iran, five months after 
receiving the waiver, China was reportedly importing upward of 800,000 bpd from Iran and 
has continued to import approximately 200,000 bpd since the waiver’s expiration.76 China’s 
willingness, to a certain extent, to ignore U.S.-imposed restrictions has enabled China to 
maintain some influence over Iran.

China’s willingness to expend meaningful effort or resources to keep Iran away from 
nuclear weapons has been limited and driven entirely by the threat—and often, actual 
imposition—of U.S. sanctions.77 U.S. sanctions against Iran are a serious concern for China 
because of their ability to cut off Chinese companies or financial institutions from the U.S. 
dollar, and thus the global economy. China did curtail its energy imports from Iran in the 
run-up to the JCPOA, but with stiff resistance, and the United States sanctioned several Chi-
nese entities to coerce other Chinese firms into severing business ties with Iran.78 Since the 
U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA and the renewal of U.S. sanctions, China has officially cut 
its oil imports. This, however, is not a case of unambiguous Chinese cooperation with U.S. 
policies: Following the expiration of the 180-day waivers, Chinese entities were sanctioned—
including the same companies that were sanctioned earlier.79 Moreover, China has actively 
evaded sanctions through a variety of means and has also sought to circumvent the U.S. 
dollar by increasing the use of its currency, the renminbi, in trade with Iran.80

person, “U.S.-China Diplomatic and Security Dialogue,” November 9, 2018). This suggests that Beijing was 
less than eager to actually discuss the issue and no progress was made. 
74 As China experts Scobell and Nader argue, China has been the biggest winner from the United States’ 
contentious relationship with Iran, “extracting concessions from Washington in exchange for agreeing to 
United Nations sanctions” on Iran (Scobell and Nader, 2016, p. 62).
75  Dan Katz, “Despite Sanctions, China Is Still Doing (Some) Business with Iran,” Atlantic Council, Octo-
ber 1, 2019. 
76  Katz, 2019. 
77  For an early discussion of this, see Erica Downs and Suzanne Maloney, “Getting China to Sanction Iran,” 
Foreign Affairs, February 20, 2011. 
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Hornby, “U.S. Identifies Chinese Tankers Carrying Iranian Oil,” Financial Times, August 4, 2019; Khati-



Assessing the Prospects for Great Power Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

186

For Russia’s part, during the U.S.-Russia rapprochement in the early years of the Obama 
administration, Washington and Moscow cooperated on nonproliferation issues. For 
instance, Moscow used its relationship with Tehran to both pressure and incentivize Iran 
to curtail its nuclear program, and Moscow initiated the multilateral negotiating platform 
comprising the United States, Russia, China, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom—
known as the P5+1.81 Furthermore, the United States, China, and Russia are all signatories 
of the JCPOA. In addition, since the United States unilaterally withdrew from the JCPOA in 
May 2018, both China and Russia—along with the other members of the P5+1, aside from the 
United States—have worked to keep the deal afloat and maintain Iranian compliance, despite 
renewed U.S. sanctions. 

Although the U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA complicates prospects, future coopera-
tion in this realm is at the very least possible. As demonstrated by their efforts to sustain the 
JCPOA and forestall Iran restarting its nuclear program, both China and Russia may at least 
entertain the prospect of renewing negotiations, should the United States seek to reenter or 
restructure the JCPOA. In such an event, Andrey Kortunov and Jeffrey Mankoff have posited 
that Moscow might serve as an intermediary between Washington and Tehran, determining 
what the latter is at least willing to negotiate on.82 And as one prominent Israeli expert sug-
gested in an interview, should Iran progress toward the bomb, Russia might passively allow 
the United States or Israel to conduct preventative strikes or cyber attacks on Iranian nuclear 
facilities while simultaneously presenting itself as a shield from such measures to Iran, as a 
means of extracting concessions from the latter.83

Containing Iran’s Proxy Network
As the discussion of equities shows, the United States, Russia, and, to a lesser degree, China 
have a mutual interest in curtailing Iran’s proxy network and its destabilizing actions 
throughout the region.84 Russia’s record is mixed, suggesting some, but not high, levels of 
willingness to cooperate, and signs that China is willing to devote attention or resources to 
the issue are quite few.

Although China and the United States have engaged at length on Iran-related issues, there 
has been less productive discussion of Iranian proxies, to which China appears to have paid 
no substantive attention. By contrast, Russia certainly pays attention to Iran’s proxies. As 
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noted above, Iran’s proxies in Syria benefit Russia in the short term but present obstacles to 
Russia’s consolidation of influence in a postconflict Syria. As the country’s civil war appears 
to abate, Russia-Iran competition for influence over Syria’s military and security apparatuses 
will also likely intensify.85 Russia has sought to rejuvenate Syria’s depleted security forces and 
to professionalize and integrate regime-aligned militias directly into the regime’s conven-
tional command and control (C2) structure. Conversely, Iran has supported and propagated 
a militia network, which fights for the regime but is, as Russian journalist Anton Marda-
sov contextualized it, a “de facto parallel army” more readily influenced by Iran.86 However, 
Russia is also cultivating its own network of preferred militias that do not directly answer to 
the Assad regime, and Russia and Iran are even competing for influence of units within the 
regime’s C2 structure.87

Syria thus provides evidence, albeit limited, of Russia’s willingness to cooperate with the 
United States and its allies and partners to limit Iranian proxy activity in the Levant. In par-
ticular, when the Assad regime launched an offensive in summer 2018 to retake opposition-
held enclaves in southern Syria, both Israel and Jordan voiced their concerns about pro-
regime Iranian proxy militias entrenching in the area. To assuage their concerns, Russia 
agreed with the United States and Israel—with Jordan participating in discussions—to estab-
lish a 70–80-km buffer zone along the Syrian side of the Israeli and Jordanian borders. In 
exchange for U.S., Israeli, and Jordanian consent for the regime reclaiming southern Syria, 
Russia agreed to patrol the buffer zone and prohibit Iranian forces from operating in the 
area.88 U.S. and Jordanian officials have also conducted regular meetings with their Russian 
counterparts to discuss the situation in southwestern Syria, addressing topics such as LH’s 
expanding presence in the area and maintaining border region buffer zones.89

Moreover, Moscow has passively permitted Israel to strike Iranian-affiliated personnel 
operating in Syria and reportedly transferring advanced weapon technology to LH. Driven 
by a concern over Iran using Syria as a land bridge to transfer advanced weapon technology 
to LH, Israel began striking Iranian targets in Syria in January 2013. Since then, Israel has 
conducted a steady drumbeat of airstrikes on Iranian-affiliated targets, maintaining a decon-
fliction hotline with Russia’s Hmeimim Air Base to provide advanced warning of Israeli sor-
ties.90 Reflecting and balancing its ties to both Iran and Israel, Russia has passively acquiesced 
in Israel’s frequent targeting of Hezbollah and Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps in 
Syria. As an Iran specialist at the Russian Academy of Sciences, Vladimir Sazhin, explained, 
“We close our eyes when the Israeli air force attacks Syria as long as there’s no attack on 
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Russian installations. It’s a gentleman’s agreement.”91 Our interviews confirmed the same 
explanation for Russian conduct with regard to Israeli strikes.92 Russia’s actions in this regard 
may be viewed as tacit cooperation with a U.S. ally, if not the United States itself, to combat 
Iranian influence in Syria. Additionally, Russia has reportedly deployed military police to 
the Golan Heights to assuage Israeli concerns over expanding Iranian presence in the area.93 

Russian willingness to cooperate in this regard is likely mixed. For example, U.S., Israeli, 
and Jordanian officials interviewed for this study all confirmed that Iranian proxy groups 
are increasingly active along the two countries’ borders, a testament to Russia’s lack of will, 
capacity, or both to enforce the buffer zones.94 Furthermore, interviewees also indicated that, 
in their experience, Moscow would only honor an agreement as long as it promoted Russian 
interests and would not hesitate to circumvent it otherwise.95 Nevertheless, Syria presents one 
of the few areas where Russia may be willing to cooperate with the United States or one of its 
allies, be it actively or passively, to contain Iranian influence and the expanding presence of 
its proxies.96

Elsewhere in the region, China’s and Russia’s willingness to bargain or cooperate in 
containing Iranian proxies or malign behavior is largely absent. Both Beijing and Moscow 
should have a vested interest in suppressing belligerence in the Gulf, as their commercial 
and security interests grow. However, following Iranian-linked attacks on oil tankers in the 
Gulf in 2019—which have at times been associated with the Iran-backed Houthi movement 
in Yemen—neither China nor Russia participated in the U.S.-led Warsaw Summit in Febru-
ary 2019, which originally sought to convene international pressure against Iranian actions 
in the Gulf.97 Moreover, rather than publicly pressuring Iran to cease aggressive actions in 
the Gulf, both China and Russia signaled their alignment with Iran, conducting an unprec-
edented joint naval exercise in the Indian Ocean and Gulf of Oman in December 2019. The 
joint operation likely has only token operational significance. However, the messaging was 
clear—China and Russia stood by Iran amid U.S.-driven anti-Iranian sentiment.98 Although 
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both powers may have privately pressured Iran to dial down its provocative activities, nei-
ther have indicated willingness to publicly cooperate with the United States to curtail Iran’s 
actions and avert escalation.

Table 9.1 summarizes our assessment of the theoretically available cooperation space in 
terms of the stakes for the two U.S. competitors, the rhetorical alignment between each and 
the United States, and their willingness to cooperate. 

TABLE 9.1

Interest in Cooperation on Countering Iran and its 
Proxies

 China Russia

How important is the issue area Medium Medium

Space for cooperation

Rhetorical alignment Mixed Mixed

Demonstrated willingness to cooperate Medium Medium

Obstacles
Here again, multiple obstacles impede the paths to cooperation between the United States 
and China or Russia. First, a lack of trust will certainly complicate cooperation on any of the 
issues within the trade space. As we observed above, both Russia and China likely engaged in 
covertly undermining the sanctions and arms embargoes on Iran. Washington may thus jus-
tifiably harbor doubts about either of its competitors’ compliance with any cooperative agree-
ment reached in this regard. Washington also harbors doubts about Moscow’s willingness to 
counter Iranian proxies, in view of Russia’s mixed record on patrolling the buffer zones along 
Syria. Lack of mutual trust flows the other way, as well. Given the United States’ unilateral 
withdrawal from the JCPOA, both China and Russia may be wary of reentering into a deal or 
cooperating with the United States via other means. 

Second, Iran strategy has been a contentious, high-profile issue in the United States. As 
evidenced by the Obama administration’s leading role in enacting the JCPOA, along with the 
Trump administration’s withdrawal and adoption of a maximum pressure strategy, any move 
may cause backlash—on both a domestic and international stage.99 Moreover, audience costs 
would attend U.S.-Russia cooperation on curbing Iranian influence in Syria: Even if likely 
necessary for stabilizing the country and addressing Syria’s humanitarian crisis, such coop-
eration might also endow Assad with an air of legitimacy.

Third, third-party actions will have a significant influence. Clearly, on issues of its 
nuclear program, military modernization efforts, and expanding proxy network in the Gulf 
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and Levant, Iran has a decisive role. As discussed above, Beijing and Moscow both hold a fair 
amount of political and economic leverage over Tehran; nevertheless, Iran still has means at 
its disposal to raise of the costs of an isolating and punitive containment policy. For instance, 
in a hypothetical scenario in which U.S. cooperation with China and/or Russia left Iran truly 
isolated and desperate, Iran could close the Strait of Hormuz and cripple the global energy 
market in an attempt to scuttle or dissuade U.S.-China-Russia cooperation. 

Multiple regional actors might influence the prospects for U.S.-China-Russia coopera-
tion, as demonstrated by Netanyahu’s lobbying in 2015 for congressional opposition to the 
JCPOA.100 U.S. allies in the Gulf—particularly Saudi Arabia and the UAE—could act sim-
ilarly with regard to any U.S. approach to Iran. The GCC states cautiously supported the 
JCPOA in 2015 but only after receiving U.S. assurances that the United States would pre-
vent Iran from developing nuclear capabilities if the deal failed, in addition to guarantees of 
increased U.S. military support and continued pushback against Iranian proxies.101 There-
fore, U.S. allies might seek to spoil cooperation with China or Russia on Iran-related issues 
if they believe said cooperation advantaged Iran’s position in the region to an unacceptable 
degree. Additionally, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom were also key players in 
enacting the JCPOA; it is not difficult to imagine a scenario in which their objections or 
policy priorities inhibit—or at least complicate—possible U.S. cooperation with China and 
Russia on countering Iran.

Fourth, despite mutual U.S.-Russia interests in containing Iran or limiting its role in 
Syria, cooperating in the near term will likely be complicated by issue linkages between tac-
tical and strategic considerations on the part of both powers. At present, U.S. foreign policy 
links the issues of Iran’s nuclear program with its ballistic missile capabilities and support for 
proxies. U.S. opponents of the JCPOA have thus criticized the deal for being too narrow, and 
the United States’ 2018 withdrawal from the agreement declared the intention to renegotiate a 
more comprehensive deal that would “eliminate the threat of Iran’s ballistic missile program” 
and “stop its terrorist activities.”102 Insistence on this issues linkage by the United States—
or any party involved in negotiations—may inhibit future cooperation on restricting Iran’s 
nuclear program. Moscow is unlikely to assertively curtail Iranian presence and influence in 
Syria, if even possible, until the United States has withdrawn and the conflict has resolved. 

100 Peter Baker, “In Congress, Netanyahu Faults ‘Bad Deal’ on Iran Nuclear Program,” New York Times, 
March 3, 2015. 
101  Michael R. Gordon, “John Kerry Wins Gulf States’ Cautious Support for Iran Deal,” New York Times, 
August 3, 2015.
102 Donald J. Trump, “Remarks by President Trump on the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action,” The White 
House, May 8, 2018; Sina Azodi, “Rebutting the Critics of the Iran Nuclear Deal,” Atlantic Council, Sep-
tember 27, 2017. 
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However, Washington has intermittently signaled its desire to maintain its presence in Syria 
until Iran withdraws from the country.103 

For Beijing, beyond serving as a strategic counterweight to U.S. influence in the region, 
Iran—like much of the rest of the Middle East—is first and foremost a priority for its energy 
resources that are needed to fuel China’s growing economy over the coming years. This link 
is made clear in the fact that the “secret” China-Iran cooperation agreement, reported in 
July 2020, is basically an oil-for-investment (and possibly military assistance) deal.104 As 
noted above, China’s reliance on foreign oil is projected to rise to 80 percent by 2035, up from 
77 percent in 2019. Although decreasing U.S. demand, due to expanded domestic supply, may 
open up some of the existing market (Saudi Arabia, etc.) to greater Chinese purchases, it is 
quite likely that Beijing is betting on Iran as a long-term growth source for its energy imports.

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation

As on other issues, multiple second-order effects, both negative and positive, would need to 
be considered, weighed, and accommodated by U.S. decisionmakers. First, there are no clear 
openings to inject tensions into the Russia-China partnership through cooperation with one 
or both of the powers. 

Second, cooperation on curtailing Iranian influence in Syria, and possibly in Lebanon, 
could certainly have positive reverberations for regional security. Such cooperation would 
greatly enhance Israel’s security, in particular. If the proliferation of Iranian missile tech-
nology to LH and Iranian proxies entrenching along Israel’s northern border were effec-
tively constrained, Israel might no longer be driven to target Iranian and Iranian-affiliated 
actors in Syria through airstrikes. Israeli and Iranian-affiliated forces have intermittently 
exchanged tit-for-tat strikes. Israeli airstrikes or Iranian-affiliated missile strikes have not 
led to a more robust escalation by either side, yet such exchanges risk escalation that could 
spiral into a region-wide conflagration. Nevertheless, should a miscalculation occur—as was 
the case when the Syrian regime accidentally shot down a Russian reconnaissance plane, 
mistaking it for an Israeli fighter jet leaving Syrian airspace—conflict could quickly expand 
to involve the broader region, representing an extreme consequence of continued escalation. 

Cooperating with China and Russia to avert a nuclear-armed Iran could also avert nuclear 
proliferation throughout the Middle East. In the event that Iran develops nuclear capabili-
ties, it is not impossible that Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and possibly even Egypt or the UAE might 
also seek to acquire nuclear weapons. Such an eventuality could have dire consequences for 
regional stability and increase the potential for preemptive strikes or interstate nuclear con-
flict, which could also draw in Israel—currently the region’s only nuclear-armed power. The 

103 Joe Gould and Tara Copp, “Bolton: U.S. Troops Staying in Syria Until Iran Leaves,” Defense News, Sep-
tember 24, 2018. 
104 Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2019, p. 12; Office of the Secretary of Defense, 2020, p. 133.
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increased presence of nuclear weapons in the region also raises the risk of nuclear technol-
ogy falling into the hands of terrorist groups, who might seek to use such a weapon against 
civilians in the region, targets in Europe, or even the U.S. homeland. Therefore, cooperation 
with China and Russia on curtailing Iran’s nuclear program offers significant positive exter-
nalities vis-à-vis averting a nuclear-armed Iran, nuclear proliferation in the region, and an 
escalatory spiral that could culminate in nuclear exchange.

Third, on the negative externalities side, U.S. cooperation with either or both powers 
might augment Russian and/or Chinese influence, possibly to the detriment of the United 
States. Any progress in cooperatively rolling back Iran’s influence in Syria would likely be a 
strategic gain for Russia and strengthens its position in the Levant. An entrenched Russian 
presence will almost certainly have further effects on the overall balance of power in the 
Middle East, some of which may be destabilizing. For instance, a multipolar Middle East in 
which the United States holds less sway may galvanize more unilateral, assertive, and reck-
less action by actors in the region. Less speculatively, increased Russian influence might also 
expand Russia’s share of the regional arms market, which could have detrimental effects on 
arms proliferation in an already fragile and turbulent Middle East. A strengthened China or 
Russia would use any leverage gained to seek concessions from the United States or its allies—
for example, to secure sanctions relief or favorable trade deals, as in the past.

Moreover, to the extent that cooperation with Russia or China would entail U.S. policy 
leadership, any new agreement or approach may be met with the same kind of dismay from 
U.S. allies that attended the JCPOA. Although signed by the P5+1, that deal was largely viewed 
as a U.S. initiative, bringing U.S.-Israel relations to a low point and harming Washington’s 
relations with U.S. allies in the Gulf. A negative second-order effect in its own right, the fall-
out in U.S.-Israel relations also provided Russia the opportunity to expand its ties with Israel, 
already on the rise after Russia’s 2015 intervention in Syria. 

Conclusion

Cooperation between the United States and Russia or China may be possible on some subset 
of the issue area pertaining to countering Iran. The United States views Iran as one of the 
key drivers of instability in the Middle East and has sought to counter Iran both through its 
regional partnerships and multilateral platforms, such as the P5+1. China and Russia, both 
P5+1 members, are also wary of Iran’s malign behavior; however, both powers also see Iran 
as an important partner in countering U.S. influence in the region, which clearly limits the 
extent to which the interests of the three powers overlap. 

Moscow and, to a lesser extent, Beijing have selectively cooperated with Washington on 
countering malign Iranian activities. Notably, all three powers negotiated the JCPOA, along 
with the remaining P5+1, and Chinese and Russian efforts to keep the agreement alive after 
the United States’ unilateral withdrawal suggest that both revisionist powers are still averse 
to Iran gaining nuclear capabilities. Therefore, they may also be open to renewed coopera-
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tion on this front—conditional on the policy approach taken by Washington in the future. 
Even with the obstacles we identify, at least on Iran’s nuclear program, cooperation remains 
a distinct possibility, and any substantive diplomatic progress on preventing Iran’s acqui-
sition of nuclear capabilities must involve Beijing and Moscow, Tehran’s primary interna-
tional backers. Both China and Russia have, at times, cooperated with the United States to 
limit arms sales to Iran and to comply with UN sanctions, though we assess the potential for 
cooperation with Russia to be more likely than with China. Moscow and Washington have 
also attempted cooperative endeavors to limiting Iranian proxies in certain areas of Syria. 
Although the results are not wholly encouraging, the potential for future cooperation with 
Russia in this regard—if not with China—is within the trade space. Even if a more robust 
cooperation on a substantive, strategic level to rein in Iran’s proxies is not very likely, at least 
tacit or indirect cooperation with Russia to counter Iranian presence in Syria at the tactical 
level remains plausible. 

Finally, we observe that while multilateral efforts to curtail Iran’s nuclear program and 
support for proxies would likely improve regional stability, this would come at a potential 
cost of strengthening the competing power(s) in the region. As we emphasize throughout this 
report, a thorough weighing of the second-order positives and negatives is beyond the scope 
of this analysis and would depend on the particular shape that cooperation takes. However, 
we observe that bolstering Russia’s influence as an unintended effect of cooperation on roll-
ing back Iran’s influence in Syria, for example, is likely to be a net positive for regional secu-
rity, as Russia’s presence in the region does not pose the same threats that Iran’s expanding 
proxy network poses to Israeli security, Iraqi sovereignty, or the physical safety of American 
and allied service members stationed in the Levant and the Gulf. 
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CHAPTER TEN

Conclusions and Recommendations

As expected, given the context of great power competition, there is no low-hanging coopera-
tion fruit to be picked in the European and Middle Eastern domains. That is, on no issue 
area is there complete alignment of objectives and an unambiguous willingness to cooper-
ate by either Russia or China. In Europe, the scarcity of such opportunities is due largely to 
the opposition of the United States and its rivals on core objectives, which relegates the trade 
space for cooperation to the mutual interest in reducing the risks of unintended escalation. 
This trade space, moreover, is exclusive to the United States and Russia—chiefly because 
China’s stakes in European security issues are too low to merit any expenditure of effort or 
resources. In the Middle East, the trade space is somewhat more open, because none of the 
three powers view the region as central to their national security and may thus be more open 
to compromise. In both the Middle East and Europe, multiple obstacles complicate the pros-
pects of cooperation. 

In this chapter, we summarize the findings with respect to each issue area and outline 
recommendations for the U.S. government, the Joint Force, and the Department of the Air 
Force on how to realize some of the theoretical opportunities to cooperate and advance U.S. 
interests. We emphasize that we did not conduct a systematic assessment of the direct and 
second-order costs and benefits of cooperation on any of the issues within the trade space 
for cooperation; however, for any of the issues that we identify as potential opportunities for 
cooperation, there is at least, appropriately, a potential that the benefits outweigh the costs. 

Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East 

Table 10.1 summarizes the trade space for cooperation presented in Chapters Three through 
Nine. The columns present, in order, our assessments of: the level of rhetorical alignment, or 
the extent to which official articulations of national objectives are in harmony or opposition 
to those of the United States; the stakes, or the equities of each power in each issue area; the 
willingness to bargain, or evidence that indicates the state is willing to engage in dialogue or 
negotiations about the issues; and the willingness to cooperate, or evidence that indicates the 
state is willing to expend resources or effort toward shared goals. 

We highlight several aspects of our cumulative findings. As noted above, on no issue 
area are the United States and its strategic competitors fully aligned. The trade space for 
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cooperation, therefore, consists entirely of partial coincidence in national objectives, which 
should not be unexpected in view of the competition context. Nonetheless, trade space is 
not absent. In Europe, even though the United States and Russia are diametrically opposed 
in many of their core objectives, the shared interest in avoiding an unintended escalation of 
conflict between U.S./NATO and Russia produces at least some opportunity to cooperate on 
each issue area. There is likewise opportunity, even if it not highly likely to be pursued, that 
the United States and Russia can cooperate to advance the resolution of the Serbia-Kosovo 
conflict and resolve the conflict in Ukraine, or at least limit its most acute consequences. In 
the Middle East, the potential cooperation is closer to the core security issues implicated in 
each issue area, and at least theoretically includes China as well as Russia. Nonetheless, the 
possibilities of cooperation with China on core U.S. security objectives are more modest than 
with Russia—in part because China’s stakes in the region are largely driven by economic, not 
security, considerations. 

Whether cooperation might be realized with respect to any of the opportunities for coop-
eration identified to be within this issue space is uncertain. Obstacles are numerous for each 
issue area, with lack of mutual trust and third-party problems being the most common. Both 
of these findings should not be too surprising. As the realist school of thought in interna-
tional relations scholarship instructs, cooperation among states is rare because of the prob-
lem of credible commitments: Without a central authority to enforce agreements, the absence 
of trust is bound to minimize successful cooperation. And the present context of strategic 

TABLE 10.1

Interest in Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

Issue Area

China Russia

Alignment Stakes Cooperation Alignment Stakes Cooperation

Broader 
Euro-Atlantic 
security

Mixed Low N/A Mixed High Medium

Baltic security Mixed Low N/A Mixed High Medium

Balkan security 
and strategic 
orientation

Mixed Low N/A Mixed Medium Low

Turkey’s regional 
role and strategic 
orientation

No Low N/A Mixed Medium Low

The future of 
Ukraine

Mixed Low N/A Mixed High Medium

Middle East 
stability and peace 
processes

Mixed Medium Medium Mixed Medium Medium

Countering Iran 
and its proxies

Mixed Medium Medium Mixed Medium Medium
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competition is not conducive to trust. Third-party problems are rooted in the fact that just 
about every issue in Europe and the Middle East involves a crowded field of stakeholders and 
veto players. 

All of the issue areas in Europe also suffer from a perceived lack of urgency or immediacy: 
In particular, insofar as the issues within the cooperation trade space involve managing the 
risk of unintended escalation, the absence of a serious crisis to date seems to create percep-
tions that the continent can muddle along even with the intensifying West-Russia tensions. 
Prospects for cooperation are also often complicated by issue linkages: For example, Russia 
has officially linked arms control and confidence-building measures to the broader state of 
U.S. and NATO relations with Russia, demanding that the former retreat from a policy aimed 
at containing Russia in order to make progress. Unless Russia can be more flexible on partic-
ular measures and in particular settings, this position makes it difficult to achieve even piece-
meal progress, which is otherwise the most promising path to cooperative islands in a sea of 
strategic competition. Cooperation is also often obstructed by laws, chiefly on the U.S. side: 
Notably, the restriction on bilateral military-to-military engagement with Russia, and the 
accretion of sanctions related to Russia’s actions in Ukraine, Europe, and the United States, 
as well as sanctions related to Syria’s Assad regime, circumscribe possibilities for cooperation.

Finally, some issue areas present the problem of domestic audience costs that are likely to 
attend cooperative initiatives. On the U.S. side, political opposition is particularly likely with 
high-profile issues that have become embroiled with U.S. domestic politics: This pertains to 
anything related to Ukraine, for example, or issues that touch one of the international trea-
ties or agreements that the United States has recently repudiated (JCPOA, the INF Treaty, 
the Open Skies Treaty) or concluded (the Peace to Prosperity plan to resolve the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict). Thus, with respect to some issues, whether the opportunity to cooper-
ate may be seized is in large part contingent on future U.S. policy choices about how to pursue 
objectives on which there is some alignment with Russia and/or China. 

On the side of relative optimism, few of the obstacles are fatal. For example, a lack of 
mutual trust in competitors’ compliance with any hypothetical agreements struck may be 
mediated by political will on both sides—and, for some issues, by robust monitoring of 
compliance.1 The concerns of allies and partners can be managed through diplomacy and 
reassurance. The political climates that shape the extent of audience costs and the preferred 
policy approaches to advance national security objectives vary, and it is conceivable that these 
will shift to better accommodate cooperative approaches in the future. But the obstacles do 
mean that cooperation in the near term is likely difficult to undertake. Table 10.2 summa-
rizes these obstacles.

Assessing which of the theoretical opportunities for cooperation should be pursued 
should obviously take into account the extent to which they will advance U.S. interests; 
beyond that, however, second-order effects on other parties and other objectives and inter-
ests also should be weighed. Although we did not engage in a systematic weighing of such 

1  For this argument with regard to arms control, see Gottemoeller et al., 2020. 
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effects on both sides, we did seek to identify at least some of the key considerations. Here, the 
important pattern to highlight is the relative absence of “wedge” issues in the China-Russia 
partnership—that is, opportunities for the United States to introduce points of tension into 
that relationship. We note a few potential areas where cooperating with Russia might irritate 
or displease China, but not much more. In general, cooperation on any issue has the potential 
to create positive externalities in the slow accretion of trust that facilitates further coopera-
tion and may boost security beyond the individual issue and for our allies and partners. Like-
wise in general, any cooperative venture also likely creates trade-offs between valuable aims. 
Table 10.3 summarizes our assessment of the second-order effects of great-power cooperation 
in Europe and the Middle East.

Recommendations for the U.S. Government

Below, we synthesize the discussion in Chapters Two through Nine to identify ways in which 
the United States might take advantage of the theoretical opportunities for cooperation. We 
emphasize that not every recommendation suggested by our analysis is one to “cooperate” 
with Russia or China outright. Rather, most recommendations identify areas where various 
degrees of assessment or dialogue needs to happen to make a net judgement of whether coopera-
tion is possible and beneficial to the United States. 

Moreover, some opportunities for cooperation could advance U.S. interests with regard 
to an issue area in theory—but are unlikely to do so, or are not plausible, under present cir-

TABLE 10.2

Obstacles to Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

Issue Area Trust
Audience 

costs
Third-Party 
Problems

Immediacy 
Problem

Issue  
Linkage

Legal 
Constraints

Broader 
Euro-Atlantic 
security 

√ √ √ √ √ √

Baltic security √ √ √ √ √

Balkan security and 
strategic orientation

√ √ √

Turkey’s regional 
role and strategic 
orientation

√ √ √ √ √

The future of 
Ukraine

√ √ √ √ √ √

Middle East 
stability and peace 
processes

√ √ √ √ √

Countering Iran and 
its proxies

√ √ √ √
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TABLE 10.3

Second-Order Effects of Cooperation in Europe and the Middle East

Issue Area

Impact of Cooperating with 
One Power on the Relations 

with the Other Positive Externalities Negative Externalities

Broader 
Euro-Atlantic 
security

Europe-focused post-INF 
agreement could prompt 
China’s displeasure

Modest progress on 
managing risk of conflict is 
most plausible first step to 
ease tensions and build trust.

U.S. participation in some 
CSBM measures creates 
benefits for allies.

Trade-offs between lowering 
risk of conflict through CAC/
CSBMs and deterrence and 
reassuring allies

Baltic 
security

None Modest progress on 
managing risk of conflict is 
most plausible first step to 
ease tensions and build trust

Trade-offs between lowering 
risk of conflict through CAC/
CSBMs/deconfliction and 
deterrence and reassuring 
allies

Balkan 
security and 
strategic 
orientation

Kosovo recognition might 
irritate China

Successful cooperation 
can contribute to easing 
U.S.-Russia tensions

Kosovo recognition likely to 
be exploited by Russia to 
maintain influence in Balkans, 
legitimize Crimea annexation

Turkey’s 
regional role 
and strategic 
orientation

Increased U.S.-Turkey-Russia 
cooperation might irritate 
China 

NATO-Russia deconfliction 
measures may also reduce 
risk of escalation between 
NATO members in Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea

Trade-offs between lowering 
risk of conflict through CAC/
CSBMs/deconfliction and 
deterrence and reassuring 
allies

The future of 
Ukraine

None Progress on Ukraine likely 
to have dispersed positive 
effects, as this crisis is at 
root of the downturn in U.S./
West-Russia relations

Any compromise with Russia 
may seem to legitimate its 
claims to Crimea and sphere 
of influence in post-Soviet 
space.

Middle East 
stability 
and peace 
processes

Cooperation with Russia on 
Syrian reconstruction may 
benefit Chinese economic 
interests, may increase 
China-Russia economic 
competition 

Broader regional security 
gains from conflict resolution 
in Syria, progress on 
Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process.

Cooperation with Russia 
on Syria may legitimize its 
support for bloody al-Assad 
regime. 

Cooperation with Russia 
or China on any issue may 
further entrench their regional 
influence, to the detriment of 
U.S. interests down the line. 

Countering 
Iran and its 
proxies

None Broader regional security 
gains from limiting Iran, 
including for key U.S. allies 
such as Israel

Cooperation with Russia 
or China on any issue may 
further entrench their regional 
influence, to the detriment of 
U.S. interests down the line
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cumstances or in the short term because of salient obstacles. Because most obstacles are not 
immutable, we still identify these areas—but flag these less promising opportunities as war-
ranting “consideration” or “monitoring of developments.” 

Recommendation 1: If the United States chooses to cooperate, 
approach cooperation with Russia in Europe and the Middle East 
through gradual, modest steps
Overall, as some of the most prominent experts on U.S.-Russia relations suggest, the United 
States should approach cooperation with Russia through gradual, modest steps. Narrowly tai-
loring discussions or negotiations to specific security issues (e.g., ceasefire versus comprehen-
sive conflict resolution in Ukraine) or theaters (e.g., the Black Sea versus all of Europe) may 
prove to be less divisive than broad agendas. As this report conveys, such modest steps are 
intended to limit the risks of armed conflict with Russia and to rebuild a minimal degree of 
mutual trust, rather than to advance major substantive U.S. objectives.2 Taking this approach 
would contribute to improving baseline U.S.-Russia relations, which some U.S. military and 
policy experts have argued is a necessary precondition for progress on any major issues to 
occur.3 This means that the United States should consider steps that might not in themselves 
constitute meaningful cooperation but might lay the groundwork for cooperation down 
the line, enabling the United States to seize the moment “when the window of opportunity 
opens.”4 

Recommendation 2: In Europe, focus on measures that reduce the 
risk of unintended conflict: conventional arms control, confidence- 
and security-building measures, crisis management, and 
deconfliction
There is scarce space for cooperation with either strategic competitor on the substantive 
visions of regional security architecture. However, numerous avenues of cooperation to make 
competition safer are at least theoretically available. As Chapter Three details, the traditional 
pillars of the CAC and associated CSBM regime, which have historically contributed to sta-
bility in Europe, have been eroded to various degrees. While cooperation remains challeng-
ing and beset by obstacles, potential for reducing the risks of unintentional escalation to 
armed conflict between Russia and NATO is not absent. To capitalize on that potential, the 
United States could pursue opportunities and engage Russia in dialogue along the following 
directions. 

2  Sokolsky and Rumer, 2020.
3  Interview with U.S. military officer/former CFE inspector, phone, August 4, 2020; interview with U.S. 
Air Force officer, phone, June 26, 2020.
4  OSCE, Forum for Security Co-operation, 2019c.
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Recommendation 2A: Pursue dialogue on intermediate-range weapons to 
determine whether an agreement that advances U.S. interests is possible
Although the United States points to Russia’s noncompliance with the INF Treaty as a key 
reason for the U.S. withdrawal, the United States retains an interest in limiting a potentially 
dangerous and costly arms race and the risks of unintentional escalation that these weapons 
present. As Chapter Three details, expert opinion suggests that addressing these risks—if 
not the resurrection of the INF Treaty—could be in the interests of the United States and its 
allies. Intermediate-range missiles historically contributed to a dangerous crisis that risked 
nuclear war in 1983.5 Such weapons, if stationed in Europe, would be able to reach vital targets 
deep within Russia, with potentially destabilizing consequences. In view of U.S. and NATO 
superiority in non-land-based launch platforms and the reluctance of the U.S. Congress to 
appropriate funds for such weapons, the United States should at least consider entering into 
a dialogue with Russia in this regard. Dialogue should serve to clarify Russia’s position with 
regard to the offer of a moratorium on first deployments of land-based intermediate-range 
missiles in Europe—in particular, whether Russia’s most recently announced position on the 
9M729 cruise missile, which the United States has long-maintained violated the treaty, can 
be acceptable to the United States. As discussed in Chapter Three, Russia has displayed at 
least a mixed willingness to bargain and cooperate on this issue, and some U.S. experts have 
outlined the contours of a potential compromise.6 Limits on deployments in Europe, if nego-
tiated, would still leave the United States and Russia free to deploy such weapons to the Indo-
Pacific theater, which provides one of the few avenues for cooperation with Russia in Europe 
that might serve as an irritant to China. 

Recommendation 2B: Consider opportunities to renew efforts for conventional 
arms control and improve cooperation on CSBMs 
The United States should continuously assess and consider opportunities to reinvigorate 
negotiations on CAC and associated CSBM measures in Europe. As our analysis in Chap-
ter Four suggests, obstacles to cooperation based on the Vienna Document, while certainly 
present, are likely less severe than those obstructing the other two pillars of the CAC and 
CSBM regime in Europe. Although Russia appears to reject proposals for modernizing the 
Vienna Document, the document has remained in effect since the downturn in relations, 
and other signals suggest that Moscow could be brought to the negotiating table. Updating 
and closing some of the loopholes in the Vienna Document to promote greater transpar-
ency would mitigate operational risk continent-wide but would have particularly significant 
effects in the Baltics, Black Sea, and Eastern Mediterranean, given the density and frequency 
of military assets and activities in those regions. Building on such stipulations in a mod-
ernized Vienna Document, other proposals (such as the previously discussed Baltic Contact 

5  See Dell, 2018.
6  Countryman and Reif, 2019.
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Zone proposal) to instate increased transparency and verification measures in sensitive U.S./
NATO-Russia contact areas may also decrease the risk of unintentional escalation in specific 
theaters. The Russia-NATO Founding Act and the Russia-NATO Council could also serve as 
potential vehicles for pursuing some degree of arms control and confidence building, not-
withstanding the obstacles we describe. 

In combination with recommendation 1, this avenue toward potential cooperation may 
mean that discussions on some aspects of CAC should focus on a subregional, rather than 
continent-wide level, as well as “other narrower ground and maritime environments.”7 The 
United States could explore options for limitations on troops and equipment in specific the-
aters: Although introducing limits in the Baltics theater might favor Russia, any such advan-
tage would be offset by U.S. and NATO superiority on the European continent. Therefore, 
a subregional option might help lower the risk of miscalculation and unintentional conflict 
while preserving deterrent balances in the given region. To merit more serious pursuit of such 
options of course, the United States needs to take into account the position of the most cen-
trally affected allies and weigh the negative against positive externalities. 

Recommendation 2C: Pursue opportunities to improve deconfliction and 
escalation management mechanisms to lower the risk of dangerous incidents 
in the air and on the sea
The United States should pursue opportunities to improve the “patchwork of bilateral agree-
ments between NATO member states and Russia that aim to manage military-military 
encounters in international airspace and on the high seas.”8 The focus should be on (1) includ-
ing state parties that are currently uncovered by such arrangements but are important by 
virtue of their location or military activities and (2) accounting for changing technology 
and operational methods. It may be most beneficial to focus in particular on bolstering 
sub regional arrangements, including managing risks around the Baltic, Black, and Medi-
terranean Seas, where NATO-Russia contacts are especially likely to lead to unintentional 
escalation. The risks in the Baltic and Black Seas have attracted a fair amount of policy dis-
cussion, but we emphasize that the same dangers may be growing in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean, where the risks of a Turkey-Russia incident in particular merit U.S. attention. U.S. 
efforts should include discussions on updating existing agreements, such as the U.S.-Russia 
INCSEA, DMA, and equivalent agreements with other European states, as well as consider-
ing new or expanded instruments of coordination, such as a NATO-Russia vehicle for man-
aging dangerous incidents. 

7  International Crisis Group, 2020.
8  Frear, 2018, p. 6.
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Recommendation 3: Expand U.S. engagement with Russia on 
ending the conflict in Eastern Ukraine based on the Minsk II 
agreement and pursue more modest opportunities to limit the 
most acute consequences of the conflict in Eastern Ukraine for the 
affected populations and to reduce tensions between the parties
If the United States seeks to affect the outcome of the simmering conflict in the Donbas, it 
should take certain steps that would allow negotiating with Russia from a stronger position. 
First, the United States needs to identify a viable forum through which to engage Russia 
on conflict resolution. This might mean reviving the withered Ukraine track, or explic-
itly involving another forum, such as the Russia-NATO Council. Second, the United States 
should aim to identify sources of leverage to use in negotiations with Russia, in view of the 
probable insufficiency of the promise of lifting sanctions as currently constituted. Third, the 
United States could consider more clearly defining its position on the contentious provisions 
of Minsk II and seeking to influence parties to the negotiation toward the preferred resolu-
tions of these questions. The United States should frame its positions and set terms for its 
participation in conflict resolution in a way that avoids sending the signal that the United 
States acquiesces in Russian aggression or that Russia’s violations of international law are 
acceptable. 

Because reaching an agreement based on Minsk II is not very likely in the near term, the 
United States should pursue and support more modest steps to alleviate the consequences of 
the conflict. Such steps include maintaining a stable ceasefire, improving unrestricted access 
and freedom of movement for civilians in eastern Ukraine; advocating the restoration of 
the Joint Centre for Control and Coordination, supporting establishment of a military-to-
military crisis management dialogue (e.g., among Russia, Ukraine, Germany, and France), 
supporting humanitarian initiatives such as those focusing on missing persons and demin-
ing, and negotiating economic measures such as proposals for reconstruction of the Donbas. 
Apart from mitigating the impact of the conflict on Ukraine, such measures may create a 
modicum of trust among the parties and foster a more fertile ground for more comprehensive 
solutions in the longer term. 

Recommendation 4: Seek opportunities to cooperate with Russia to 
counter Iranian proxy networks 
The United States should seek opportunities to engage Russia in efforts to counter Iran’s 
proxy networks, an objective that all three powers share to some degree. To be sure, coopera-
tion on this issue is likely to be partial, tacit, and confined to Russia. As we explain in Chap-
ter Nine, Iran’s proxies in Syria benefit Russia in the short term but present a serious obstacle 
to Russia’s consolidation of influence in a postconflict Syria in the longer term. Russia has a 
mixed record of cooperating with the United States, Israel, and Jordan on this front. On the 
one hand, Russia has agreed to establish a buffer zone along the Syrian side of the Israeli and 
Jordanian borders, where Iranian forces would be prohibited. Moreover, Russia has tacitly 
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stood aside to allow Israeli strikes against Iranian targets in Syria and is reportedly deploying 
military police to the Golan Heights to meet Israeli concerns over expanding Iranian pres-
ence there. On the other hand, as Chapter Nine details, none of these cooperative ventures 
are wholly successful, with Russia often not delivering on its representations. And future 
opportunities to cooperate with Russia—at least in the near term—will likely remain piece-
meal, rarely producing unqualified successes. Nonetheless, even such piecemeal efforts might 
contribute to confining, if not rolling back, Iranian influence in the Middle East; thus, we 
recommend an ongoing assessment of opportunities to continue and deepen cooperation on 
this front.

In addition to recommendations 1–5 for the U.S. government above, which may be pur-
sued at will, our study identified more contingent opportunities for cooperation, which could 
advance U.S. interests in theory but are either less likely to do so under present circumstances 
or are not practically plausible at present because of salient obstacles. These opportunities are 
summarized in recommendations 6–10, also addressed to the U.S. government.

Recommendation 6: Monitor developments (notably, Serbia’s 
conduct) to identify opportunities to help resolve the conflict 
between Serbia and Kosovo
As discussed in Chapter Five, numerous ongoing political conflicts in the Balkans carry the 
potential to escalate into armed conflict. Although there are no immediate opportunities 
for direct engagement with Russia, the United States should keep an eye toward openings to 
jointly deescalate or help resolve the long-standing dispute over Kosovo’s status. While main-
taining close ties with Russia, Serbia has also recently indicated an interest in U.S. involve-
ment in brokering a resolution to the Kosovo conflict, participating in U.S.-led talks that most 
recently resulted in the normalization of economic relations between Serbia and Kosovo. If 
both Serbia and Kosovo continue to call for U.S. involvement, the United States could play 
a major role in facilitating a resolution to this conflict. Although Russia has an interest in 
maintaining Kosovo as a frozen conflict, it would likely take a different position if Serbia 
continues to push for a U.S.-brokered resolution to avoid the risk of losing its influence over 
its most important ally in the region. As we discuss in Chapter Five, Russia has already indi-
cated, at least rhetorically, that it would support Serbia’s decision on this matter—although 
we warn that Russia could also choose to covertly foment further instability in the region to 
undermine the deal while publicly claiming to support it. Although contingent and uncer-
tain, such a development could present a chance to bring both the United States and Russia 
into contact with each other around the negotiating table, potentially prompting further dia-
logue on other issues in the Balkans and beyond. 
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Recommendation 7: Consider seeking cooperation opportunities 
with regard to Syria through Geneva process with Russia and China
The United States could exploit the shared interest among all three powers in a diplomatic 
resolution of the Syrian Civil War—primarily through the Geneva process, building on past 
cooperation with Russia. As we explain in Chapter Eight, Russia is a major international 
arbiter of Syrian affairs and plays an influential role in multilateral efforts to resolve the con-
flict through the UN’s Geneva peace process and the parallel Astana process. Moscow and 
Washington disagree on the key issue of the fate of the Assad regime, and Russia’s motives 
for supporting reforms to Syria’s constitution differ from those of the United States and its 
allies. However, Moscow has been consistently engaged with this effort, and the Astana par-
ticipants apparently ceded the issue to the Geneva process. This is one of the few acceptable 
avenues for Washington to not only engage with Moscow but also maintain some influence 
over the future of Syria—if it chooses to do so. The dominant influence of the Astana process 
and the withdrawal of most U.S. forces from Syria in late 2019 diminished U.S. influence 
on Syrian affairs. Unless it cooperates with Russia, the United States will likely have little to 
no say in Syria’s future, allowing Russia, Turkey, and Iran to fully take the reins. China, for 
its part, has traditionally aligned with Russia on Syrian matters and has also supported the 
UN-sponsored Geneva track. The pragmatic case for engaging China on this front may be 
weaker, as its limited influence in Syria would not significantly affect the fate of the constitu-
tional reform process. However, getting China on board with the peace process might make 
it more inclined to cooperate in the shared interests with regard to reconstruction (see next 
recommendation). 

Recommendation 8: Monitor developments for potential to 
participate in Syria’s reconstruction in cooperation with Russia (and 
to a lesser extent, China), should conditions change (e.g., Assad 
departs, Russia ceases support) and a window of opportunity arise 
At present, U.S. options to cooperate with either Russia or China on Syria’s reconstruction 
are limited, as we discuss in Chapter Eight. Russia’s role in Syria makes it necessary to deal 
with Russia at some level, but Russia’s current support for the Assad regime makes engage-
ment on this issue a nonstarter for the United States—and U.S. cooperation with Russia on 
this issue is indeed precluded by U.S. law (the Caesar Act). However, in view of the U.S. inter-
est in restoring stability to Syria, redressing some of the worst humanitarian consequences of 
the conflict, and retaining some influence in the country’s future, the United States should 
be prepared to change course should the operative conditions change. That is, Assad’s depar-
ture for any reason or genuine reforms within the regime, or the cessation of Russian support 
for Assad’s reign would change the calculus for the United States. As we suggest in Chap-
ter Eight, these conditions are not wholly unlikely, which counsels in favor of close U.S. atten-
tion to the evolving potential for cooperation with Russia. In planning for potential coopera-
tion, the United States should consider both the benefits that economic revival would bring 
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and the costs, including the likelihood that reconstruction resources will benefit Russia’s 
commercial interests in the country. Although China shares the rhetorical commitment to 
reconstruction, many experts believe it is not likely to contribute significantly, thus limiting 
the potential gains to be had from engaging China on the issue. 

Recommendation 9: Monitor developments for potential to advance 
peace and stability between Israel and Palestine in cooperation with 
Russia, should conditions change (e.g., U.S. policy approach) and a 
window of opportunity arise 
The United States should seek to identify opportunities to build on the shared interest 
with Russia in resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and promoting Israeli security. As 
Chapter Eight recounts, Russia and China share these general goals with the United States, 
but their preferred approaches to advancing these goals—generally based on the two-state 
solution—diverge from the current U.S. approach. In view of the historical record of some 
degree of cooperation with China and Russia on efforts to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian issue 
and Arab-Israeli conflict, the United States should continue to assess openings for future 
cooperation. The growth of Russian influence in Israel and the region more broadly makes 
engagement with Russia a pragmatic option; although explicit cooperation with Russia might 
further entrench its influence, this would at most reinforce existing trends and could poten-
tially be offset by gains to regional security and Israeli security from any progress that results. 

China shares a rhetorical interest in resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but the case 
for cooperation is much weaker; at the very least, the United States should weigh engagement 
with China carefully. China’s economic outreach could be leveraged if it is led by Chinese 
aid—not Chinese loans—and the United States may want to engage China in some way to 
prevent Chinese obstruction (such as through a UN Security Council veto vote). However, 
such a consideration must be balanced against the potential boost to Chinese influence—
particularly within Israel’s tech sector—that active cooperation might deliver.

Recommendation 10: Monitor developments for potential to prevent 
a nuclear Iran in cooperation with Russia and China, should 
conditions change (e.g., U.S. policy approach) and a window of 
opportunity arise 
The United States should seek to identify opportunities to build on the shared interest with 
Russia and China in preventing a nuclear-armed Iran. As Chapter Nine details, neither China 
nor Russia has an interest in Iran developing nuclear weapons, and both have demonstrated 
at least a mixed willingness to bargain and cooperate on this issue. The U.S. withdrawal 
from the JCPOA complicates prospects for cooperation, as both states continue to support 
the nuclear deal and disagree with the current U.S. policy approach. Should circumstances 
change or the United States’ policy approach shift, both China and Russia would possibly 
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entertain the prospect of renewing negotiations with Iran (whether it is to restructure the 
JCPOA or revitalize and extend the deal in its original 2015 form). If a cooperative approach 
is pursued, the United States should tread carefully: Although Russia’s and China’s influence 
over Iran might help reach an agreement with the latter, Moscow and Beijing will also likely 
seek to exploit the process to strengthen their position vis-à-vis Washington. In view of the 
severity of the destabilizing effects that a nuclear Iran would have, progress on preventing 
such an outcome should probably take priority over concerns about Russian and Chinese 
influence—but such concerns should nonetheless inform U.S. policy choices. 

Recommendations for the Joint Force, U.S. Department of 
Defense, and the Department of the Air Force 

Recommendation 1: Identify strategies for competition with potential 
to create incentives for cooperation
As we discuss in Chapters Three, Four, and Six, cooperation on reducing the risks of unin-
tentional conflict is obstructed in part by a perceived lack of immediacy or urgency for any 
given measure. The Joint Force has levers to increase Russia’s perceptions of urgency through 
carefully calibrated competitive tactics. To the extent that the U.S. side perceives Russia’s 
noncompliance and exploitation of loopholes in agreements such as the Vienna Document 
as being one-sided, the Joint Force can ratchet up the pressure by adopting strategies that 
mirror Russia’s own.9 If Russia structures exercises to spread troops across multiple coun-
tries so as to circumvent the Vienna Document requirement to report, for instance, the Joint 
Force might seek to work with allies to do the same—while staying within the letter of appli-
cable rules. Such steps should be considered together with strategic communication, such as 
through notifications called for by the Vienna Document, to make clear the U.S. message 
behind these actions. Because the U.S. Air Force is the leading service, or at the very least a 
prominent player, in most European theaters or missions (e.g., Baltic Air Policing), it can play 
a key role in strategic signaling and messaging. Most exercises in the Baltics, for instance, 
involve a heavy air component; future air exercises could be carefully constructed to mimic 
Russian tactics of circumventing Vienna Document provisions in order to send a signal to 
Moscow that it would be in Russia’s best interest to comply with the spirit, not just the letter, 
of the document. If the Joint Force and the DAF can structure such competitive steps to guard 
against escalatory pressures, they might strengthen Russia’s incentives to engage on CAC and 
CSBM measures.10 

9  Interview with U.S. military official/conventional arms control expert, phone, July 30, 2020. 
10  Interview with U.S. military official/conventional arms control expert, phone, July 30, 2020. 
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Recommendation 2: Maintain and look for opportunities to expand 
military-to-military engagement for purposes of deconfliction in Syria 
and establish such channels in Europe
As our analysis suggests, the deconfliction channels between the United States and Russia in 
Syria are widely regarded as reasonably, if not completely, successful in preventing danger-
ous incidents, and represent one of the few remaining viable channels for communication 
and cooperation. Pending a decisive resolution of the Syrian conflict, the Joint Force and the 
U.S. Department of Defense should maintain these channels at every level, from the hotline 
connecting mid-level officers to the line connecting three-star level commanding officers. 
Moreover, due consideration should be given to expanding the purpose of these channels to 
address evolving operational realities. 

To improve deconfliction and escalation management mechanisms in regions with 
heightened risks of dangerous incidents between U.S./NATO and Russia in the air and on 
the seas—i.e., the Baltic, Black, and Eastern Mediterranean Seas—the Joint Force and the 
DAF should pursue the establishment of deconfliction channels at the operational level. The 
Joint Force can build on and adapt the arrangements in Syria between CENTCOM and Rus-
sian forces to the different environment in Europe. In the European context, a channel that 
connects NATO air commanders and their Russian counterparts may be the most pragmatic 
approach. The U.S. Department of Defense can also consider a direct U.S.-Russia line for 
deconfliction efforts in Europe where feasible. Such channels would help to deescalate ten-
sions and resolve incidents in a timely manner, as well as contribute toward routinizing coor-
dination between NATO and Russia, while staying within current legal limits on U.S. or 
NATO military engagement with Russia. 

Recommendation 3: Pursue Dialogue with Russia to limit sales of 
S-400 and other advanced weapon systems to Iran
As a relatively discrete, but effective, step, the Joint Force, the U.S. Department of 
Defense, and the DAF should advocate dialogue aimed at Russia’s limiting sales of advanced 
weaponry—the S-400 systems in particular—to Iran. Although the key actors to implement 
this approach are outside the military, the DAF in particular has weighty equities at stake, 
in view of the battlefield effects of these weapons, and could work with the key U.S. actors to 
pursue this avenue. Russia has shown some willingness to curtail arms sales to Iran gener-
ally, even as Moscow likely seeks to expand its arms trade volume with that state. Russia has 
reportedly sought to accommodate Israel’s legitimate security concerns about this and other 
advanced weapon systems. Moscow might be hesitant to sell high-profile platforms—such as 
the S-400—to Iran and the Syrian regime, fearing the United States or Israel might target and 
destroy the platform, which could have detrimental strategic implications for perceptions of 
Russian military technology. As such, Moscow may be willing to bargain or cooperate with 
the United States, vis-à-vis arms transfers to Iran and particularly prospective transfers of 
politically sensitive platforms. A more remote possibility is to advocate engaging in similar 
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dialogue with China on potential arms sales to Iran in the future, particularly with regard 
to UAVs or air defense technology, in view of the likely expansion of military cooperation 
between the two. As we noted, however, China’s willingness to limit weapon sales has been 
decidedly mixed, and it is not clear that the United States would be able to offer appropriate 
incentives. 

Final Thoughts

The set of cooperative ventures available on the U.S. policy menu in Europe and the Middle 
East is certainly limited at present and consists of relatively modest steps. However, we 
emphasize that even seemingly minor or peripheral cooperative steps can be important. First, 
they are important in their own right. As of late 2020, tensions and incidents between the U.S. 
and Russian militaries in Europe, the Middle East, and even close to the United States (e.g., 
Alaska) are increasing.11 Such skirmishes and dangerous incidents underline the real risk of 
loss of life and unintended escalation between the great powers with the biggest nuclear arse-
nals in the world. Although deconfliction or escalation management measures lack the cache 
of resolving the Syrian or Ukrainian conflicts, cooperation on the former goals is nonetheless 
quite important. 

Second, the importance of these measures may also bear out in second-order effects. Here, 
the value is not in driving a wedge between Russia and China (a second-order effect in which 
the United States should not place much stock for most issue areas addressed here). Instead, 
the second-order value of cooperation on such issues is gradually remedying the trust deficit 
by building up a record of cooperation, thereby making engagement on the most important 
issues more plausible with time. The explanation offered by Trenin for Russia’s offers of coop-
eration in common crises is worth highlighting: “The main reason for Moscow to reach out 
to Washington with an offer of cooperation in a non-existential crisis is that a coalition would 
allow it . . . to break through the logjams blocking the relationship.”12 Even small steps can 
help cut through the gridlock that stems from issue linkages and precludes the United States 
from striking a better balance in its quest to succeed in a simultaneous competition with two 
powers.

In this, we echo the recommendations of numerous other experts, who affirm the neces-
sity and value of small steps—especially to reduce the level of tensions in the U.S.-Russia 
relationship and put it on a less dangerous path.13 In this regard, it is worth emphasizing the 

11  Eric Schmitt, “U.S.-Russia Military Tensions Intensify in the Air and on the Ground Worldwide,” New 
York Times, September 1, 2020a; “Russian Jets Buzz U.S., NATO Aircraft over Baltic and Mediterranean,” 
Moscow Times, April 21, 2020. 
12  Dmitri Trenin, “What Does Russia Want from the United States?” Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, Moscow Center, April 15, 2020a. 
13  For example, Kubiak, 2019.
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message recently crafted by six of the most prominent Russia officials and experts, who have 
collectively served every recent U.S. presidential administration. Rose Gottemoeller, Thomas 
Graham, Fiona Hill, Jon Huntsman Jr., Robert Legvold, and Thomas R. Pickering argue that 
the United States should “maintain[] our defense” but balance it with “engag[ing] Russia in 
a serious and sustained strategic dialogue that addresses the deeper sources of mistrust and 
hostility and at the same time focuses on the large and urgent security challenges facing both 
countries.” These challenges include 

the imperative to make safer and more stable the military standoff that cuts across 
Europe’s most unstable regions, from the Baltic to the Black Sea, working vigorously to 
preserve existing constraints, such as the Open Skies Treaty—now under challenge—and 
the Vienna Document 2011, and creating new confidence-building measures.14

14  Gottemoeller et al., 2020.
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Abbreviations

bpd barrels per day
BRI Belt and Road Initiative
CAATSA Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act
CAC conventional arms control
CCP Chinese Communist Party
CENTCOM U.S. Central Command
CFE Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces
CIS Commonwealth of Independent States
CSBM confidence- and security-building measure
DMA Agreement on the Prevention of Dangerous Military Activities
EASLG Euro-Atlantic Security Leadership Group
eFP enhanced forward presence
EU European Union
EUCOM U.S. European Command
FY fiscal year
GCC Gulf Cooperation Council
INF Treaty Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty
INCSEA Agreement on the Prevention of Incidents On and Over the High Seas
JCPOA Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
KFOR NATO Mission in Kosovo (Kosovo Force)
LH Lebanese Hezbollah
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NDAA National Defense Authorization Act
NDS National Defense Strategy
NSS National Security Strategy
OSCE Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe
PLA People’s Liberation Army
PLAN People’s Liberation Army Navy
PRC People’s Republic of China
SAM surface-to-air missile
SCO Shanghai Cooperation Organization
UAE United Arab Emirates
UAV unmanned aerial vehicle
UN United Nations
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UNIFIL United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon
UNSCR United Nations Security Council Resolution
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C
an the United States find ways to cooperate with 

China or Russia in Europe and the Middle East? Using 

official U.S., Chinese, and Russian policy documents, 

leadership statements, and other sources, the authors 

of this report assess the prospects for great power 

cooperation on seven issues: broader Euro-Atlantic security, Baltic 

security, Balkan security and strategic orientation, Turkey’s regional 

role and strategic orientation, the future of Ukraine, Middle East 

stability and peace processes, and countering Iran and its proxies.

The authors find that, in Europe, opportunities for cooperation on the 

core security challenges with either competitor are virtually absent, 

but there are opportunities to limit escalation or manage tensions. 

In the Middle East, more substantive opportunities for cooperation 

exist in principle—more with Russia than China, but some cooperative 

options exist even with the latter. However, in both regions, there 

are multiple obstacles that will likely preclude the United States from 

seizing the more ambitious of these opportunities in the near term. 
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