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Abstract  The Syrian uprisings in 2011 transformed into a fragmented, internationalized, and 

highly intensive civil war. The confrontation in Syria involved numerous local 
forces, regional stakeholders and outside powers. Among those various actors, 
Türkiye, Russia, and Iran played the key role in shaping the outcome of the 
conflict. Despite support by Russia/Iran and Turkey to the opposite sides in a civil 
war, the three powers successfully delineated their respective spheres of 
influence and established a modus vivendi to coexist and co-manage the conflict 
in Syria. The trio has worked as equals, checking and balancing each other in 
their actions in the Syrian Arab Republic. As the crisis in Ukraine escalated, a new 
geopolitical reality emerged, affecting the Syrian theater and the related balance 
between three leading external actors. Russia’s decreased focus on Syria led to 
an expanding Iran, disturbing the balance of power and pushing Israel to intervene 
more assertively. Erupting competition between Ankara and Tehran could also 
lead to escalation. This article attempts to provide a picture of the complex 
triangular interplay between the Islamic Republic of Iran, Russia, and Türkiye in 
Syria. It outlines the divergent and converging interests of the three as well as 
their actions and policies vis-à-vis Syria. The work explores whether antagonistic 
aspirations are bridged or not and investigates where the potential for escalation 
lies. 
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Название Трехсторонние взаимоотношения России, Ирана и Турции в ходе  
статьи гражданской войны в Сирии               
 
Аннотация  Волнения 2011  г. в Сирии переросли в интернационализированную 

гражданскую войну высокой степени раздробленности и интенсивности. В 
противостояние в Сирии были вовлечены многочисленные местные силы, а 
также региональные и внерегиональные державы. Из всех этих игроков 
Турция, Россия и Иран играют ключевую роль в конфликте, определяющую 
его исход. Несмотря на то, что Россия с Ираном и Турция поддержали 
противоборствующие стороны в гражданской войне, им троим удалось 
успешно разграничить сферы своего влияния и установить modus vivendi, 
который позволил им сосуществовать в Сирии и совместно управлять 
конфликтом. Это трио существовало на равных, контролируя и 
уравновешивая действия друг друга в Сирийской Арабской Республике. С 
обострением кризиса на Украине возникла новая геополитическая 
реальность, которая повлияла и на военно-политическую ситуацию в Сирии 
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и на соответствующий баланс между тремя ведущими внешними игроками. 
Ослабление влияния России привело к расширению присутствия Ирана, 
нарушая баланс сил и подталкивая Израиль к более решительному и 
активному вмешательству в конфликт. Наметившаяся конкуренция между 
Анкарой и Тегераном также может привести к эскалации. В статье 
исследуется сложное трехстороннее взаимодействие между Исламской 
Республикой Иран, Россией и Турцией в Сирии. Проанализированы 
расходящиеся и совпадающие интересы трех стран, а также их действия и 
политика в отношении Сирии. Рассмотрен вопрос о том, удалось ли трио 
преодолеть антагонистические устремления, и выявлены факторы, которые 
могут привести к эскалации конфликта. 

 
Ключевые  Сирия, Иран, Россия, Турция, Астанинский процесс, гражданская война 
слова              
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
I. Introduction 

 

In 2011, the Syrian state underwent a massive crisis as the government of Bashar 

al-Assad was confronted by widespread protests demanding the president’s replacement 

and overall reforms. The leadership was not prepared to give in and, instead of seeking a 

compromise, Damascus chose to use extensive violence to suppress the uprisings. In 

the aftermath, the situation in the Syrian Arab Republic flared up and evolved into a 

complex constellation of multiple militias of various parts of a political spectrum fighting 

not only against the central government and other forces loyal to Assad, but also among 

themselves. As Syria is placed in a geographically sensitive location, with the interests of 

various states colliding, the war did not stay a domestic affair. Over the course of the 

conflict many foreign actors got involved in supporting various groups on different sides. 

Hence, what started as a broad domestic protest erupted into a fragmented, 

internationalized, and highly intensive civil war. 

Out of numerous local forces, regional stakeholders, and outside powers involved, 

three actors had the most profound impact on the developments on the ground: the 

Republic of Türkiye, the Russian Federation, and the Islamic Republic of Iran. They 

fundamentally shaped the battlefield, created new conditions, and forced others to 

accept them. Furthermore, despite standing on different sides, they were able to prevent 

major escalation among themselves, were successful in delineating their respective 

spheres of influence, and established a modus vivendi to coexist and co-manage the 

crisis in Syria. However, notwithstanding their common efforts in reducing violence and 

creating an atmosphere of tolerance of each other’s stance, antagonistic interests still 

hold and tensions flare up occasionally. 

Adding to that, with the new escalation of the crisis in Ukraine since 2022, a new 

geopolitical reality emerged with yet uncertain impact on the Syrian theater. The Astana 

trio (Türkiye, Russia, and Iran) has worked so far as equals, in an atmosphere of 

understanding, characterized by checking and balancing each other in their actions in 

Syria.
1
 Should the Ukraine conflict continue to consume Russia, there could be a risk that 

the equation that worked so well for Syria gets distorted. Moscow’s reduced role in Syria 

might spur a more assertive role of the other two powers, which could result in a higher 

probability of a clash, both among the actors of the trio, but also with another power, 

Israel. The Israeli leadership is concerned by an increasing Iranian foothold close to its 

border and might not be willing to accept a change in the status quo in the Syrian Arab 

Republic. 
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This article attempts to provide a comprehensible picture of the complex triangular 

interplay between the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Russian Federation, and the Republic 

of Türkiye in and on Syria. It aims at outlining the divergent and converging interests of 

these three “Astana powers”. Further, the work analyzes where the antagonistic interests 

are bridged by cooperative solutions and where they are not. The author also tries to 

anticipate what the conflict in Ukraine means for the balance of powers in Syria. 

 

II. Background and methodology 

 

The Syrian civil war, which began in 2011, has been among the most devastating 

and complex ones in recent history. The conflict has involved various local, regional, and 

international actors, each following their own strategic interests and motivations. In the 

following brief literature review, the regional and international context of the Syrian war, 

the involvement of regional powers, and efforts to manage and resolve the conflict are 

examined. 

The Syrian civil war has been the subject of much academic research and the role 

of Russia, Iran, and Türkiye has been analyzed thoroughly. The existing research has 

mostly focused on the policy of one of those actors or on a bilateral relationship between 

any two of the three mentioned states. However, much less research has been 

conducted on the triangular relations and on the interplay of the “Astana powers” 

(Russia, Iran, and Türkiye). One of the works that takes into account the three states’ 

interrelations and dynamics is the 2021 book edited by Bayram Balci and Nicolas 

Monceau, entitled “Turkey, Russia and Iran in the Middle East: Establishing a New 

Regional Order”. It closely analyzes the roles of Türkiye, Russia, and Iran in the broader 

Middle East and highlights their involvement in the Syrian crisis. This book delves into 

the complexities of the Syrian crisis and its implications for Russia’s, Iran’s, and Türkiye’s 

foreign policies. It analyses the impact the Syrian conflict has had on the Middle Eastern 

regional order and explains how the Arab Republic has become a battlefield for the 

rivalry between Russia and Western countries. Further, the book argues that the three 

powers are seeking to promote their own visions of regional order and are engaged in a 

competition driven by historic rivalries, ideological differences, and economic interests. 

Moreover, the work closely examines how Iran, Russia, and Türkiye are involved in the 

shared management of the conflict. While the book was of great help for this article, it is 

important to note that the geopolitical situation has changed significantly since that work 

was published. New developments and, above all, the crisis in Ukraine and the broader 

intensified stand-off between Russia and the West have considerable implications for the 

triangular relationship in Syria. This article aims to fill this gap by taking into account the 

new geostrategic situation which Russia finds itself in and by examining how the conflict 

in Ukraine affects the relationship between Moscow, Tehran, and Ankara in Syria. 

Seyed Amir Niakooee, Associate Professor at the Department of Political Science, 

University of Guilan (Iran), touched upon the implications of the Ukraine conflict on 

Russia’s role in the Middle East. However, in his article “The Middle East and Iran in 

Russia’s Foreign Policy after the Ukraine War”, Niakooee outlines the consequences for 

Russia’s foreign policy in regards to the Middle East as a whole.
2
 The analysis of the 

effect of the Ukraine crisis specifically on the Syrian theater is absent. 

Ekaterina Stepanova, lead researcher at the Primakov Institute (Institute of World 

Economy and International Relations, Moscow) published a number of works on conflict 

management in the Middle East. Her analysis of the Astana format has been particularly 

relevant to this article’s research question and for the subsection on “The Astana 

Process”. Dr. Stepanova has provided a helpful analysis of the main mechanism of 
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cooperation among Russia, Iran, and Türkiye. She highlights both the format’s potential 

and limitations, arguing that while the Astana talks have been effective in reducing 

violence in some areas of Syria, they are not meant to address the underlying socio-

political drivers of the Syrian conflict. Among other things, in her report “Russia’s Foreign 

and Security Policy in the Middle East: Entering the 2020s”, Stepanova writes that 

Russia’s 2015 intervention in the Syrian conflict was not so much about the region itself, 

as it was instrumentalized as a potential “trump card” in Moscow’s problematic relations 

with the political West.
3
 This argument differs from the statements of many scholars who 

primarily attributed Russia’s involvement simply to the desire to secure its bases in the 

Mediterranean or to counterterrorism in the region. Her focus on this factor provides a 

broader understanding of Moscow’s objectives in the conflict and influenced this work’s 

subsection on Russia. 

In contrast, Naser Pourhasan, Associate Professor at Ayatollah Boroujerdi 

University in Iran, argues in his article “Iran and Russia’s Great Power Role (with 

emphasis on the Syrian crisis)”, that “Russia’s activism in Syria is part of the country’s 

grand strategy to create a sphere of influence”.
4
 However, this approach to Moscow’s 

interests in Syria seem far-fetched. Traditionally, Moscow perceives the post-Soviet 

space as its main sphere of influence, and any “grand” expansion into the Middle East, 

under the current situation and in view of Russia’s limited resources, is unthinkable. 

Raymond Hinnebusch, founder and director of the Centre for Syrian Studies at 

St. Andrews University (UK), expands on the competitive interventions in Syria, both on a 

regional and international level, in his book “The War for Syria: Regional and 

International Dimensions of the Syrian Uprising”.
5
 Dr. Hinnebusch argues that the 

interventions by regional rivals and great powers led to the prolongation and 

exceptionally high intensity of the Syrian conflict. He describes how the power struggle 

that existed between the “Resistance Axis” led by Iran, on the one hand, and 

pro-Western regimes led by Saudi Arabia and Egypt, on the other, was aggravated by 

the uprisings in the Middle East. The following internationalized civil war in Syria was 

directly and indirectly waged by actors who believed that they could still win the 

contracted conflict by further escalating it. Hence, resources were poured into Syria, 

sufficient to keep the fighting ongoing, but falling short of securing a decisive edge for a 

party to defeat the opponent. Hinnebusch further argues that the call for international 

action against President Assad by the Syrian opposition and powers opposed to the 

Assad rule triggered a hardened approach by Damascus, convinced that only a military 

solution is viable. Moreover, the calls for the U.S. direct action provoked a direct 

intervention by Russia, as Moscow was not prepared to sit by another U.S.-led regime 

change. Dr. Hinnebusch’s work is insightful because of his non-biased approach, which 

is not limited to the intra-Syrian dynamics, but takes a step further and looks at the 

regional and international developments in connection to the Syrian civil war. 

Overall, all three actors had the most profound impact on the developments on the 

ground and their actions in the Arab Republic have implications on the broader 

geopolitical landscape of the Middle East. Understanding the dynamics of this complex 

and multifaceted triangular relationship is crucial for scholars and policymakers seeking 

to develop effective strategies for managing the crisis in Syria and promoting stability in 

the wider region. 

In terms of structure, the article consists of two main sections (besides 

“Introduction”, “Background and Methodology”, and “Conclusion”). Section III, “The 

Astana Trio”, outlines the three powers’ objectives, motivations, and their support (for the 

Assad government in the case of Iran and Russia and for anti-government groups in the 

case of Türkiye). Section IV, “Converging and diverging interests'', analyzes the 
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relationship of the three states on a bilateral basis, determining their common, parallel, 

and antagonistic interests in the political, security, and economic spheres. In addition, the 

subsection on the Astana process expands on the Astana format as the main formalized 

mechanism of cooperation between the three states and outlines the format’s successes 

and failures. Further, the impact of the Ukraine crisis on the balance of power in Syria 

and the emerging escalatory potential are assessed. 

This study relies on qualitative research methods, drawing upon primary sources 

and secondary literature to provide a comprehensive analysis of the research questions. 

Primary sources were collected from outlets of the states under analysis and include 

publications from government statements and other state-affiliated and non-state 

sources. Secondary literature includes articles and books. Both primary sources and 

secondary literature were drawn upon from Western and non-Western sources, in an 

attempt to provide a diverse range of perspectives on the research topic. 

The research on the triangular relationship of Russia, Türkiye, and Iran in Syria is 

grounded in the International Relations school of structural realism. The theory of 

structural realism argues that states are the primary actors in the international system: 

states are rational in their behavior and seek to maximize their power and security. The 

theory assumes that the actors maneuver in an anarchic international system, with no 

higher authority regulating state behavior. According to structural realism, the distribution 

of power among states is the most significant factor in shaping international relations and 

politics. The author argues that the three powers’ behavior is essentially driven by their 

desire to increase their power in the international arena and enhance their security. 

While structural realism is helpful in understanding the interests and actions of the three 

mentioned states, it also has certain limitations. For example, it may oversimplify the 

motivations of the Islamic Republic of Iran to intervene in the Syrian conflict. Some levels 

of the state may not have thought of power maximization or security enhancement but 

approach the conflict mainly from the ideological/religious perspective.  

In sum, despite much research conducted, little has been written about the 

consequences the Ukraine conflict has for Syria. This research paper aims to fill this gap, 

addressing the research problem from the perspective of structural realism. The author 

assumes that the powers’ actions are motivated by the desire to maximize power and 

security in an anarchic system.  

 

III. The Astana trio 

 

Iran 

 

Early in the Syria сonflict, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei made it clear that Tehran would 

stand behind President Assad and defend Damascus.
6
 The Supreme Leader of the 

Islamic Republic kept his word, and Iran played an essential role in keeping the Syrian 

leadership in power. Tehran spared almost no expense to prevent regime change and 

supported the Syrian government throughout the conflict, eventually finding itself fully 

engaged in the war. Iran sent regular troops, leveraged proxy forces, mobilized militias 

all around the region, and offered President Assad the essential financial lifeline he 

needed to fend off economic collapse.  This subsection focuses on Iran’s campaign in 

Syria and tries to answer why and how the Islamic Republic intervened in the Syrian civil 

war. 

Objectives. Iran’s objectives were not static, but were continuously adapted to the 

circumstances on the battlefield and became more far-reaching and ambitious as 

Tehran’s attempts to change the course of the war bore fruits.  
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At first, Iran aimed at stabilizing Syria. Tehran was on the defensive, struggled to 

prevent rivals from penetrating the region, and endeavored to prevent the collapse of the 

Syrian government by crushing the armed opposition. When the situation on the 

battlefield turned in Iran’s favor, the objectives became more extensive. Navvar Saban, 

conflict expert at the Omran Center for Strategic Studies, suggests that after the survival 

of the Syrian regime was assured, the Iranian goals expanded into establishing clients 

that would help entrench Tehran’s influence in the country in the long term. According to 

Saban, the Islamic Republic sought to integrate pro-Iranian militias into Syrian military 

branches and was successful in infiltrating the army and other security apparatuses.  

Then, besides concentrating on preserving its gained influence by entrenching its 

military foothold, Tehran increasingly focused on economic and social-cultural ties with 

Syria. Especially when the fighting cooled down around 2017, Iran shifted its focus 

towards Syria’s already heavily dependent economy and the Syrian society. This was 

important to ensure the survival of Iran’s presence and influence in the case an 

international agreement was reached and/or the fighting came to a full halt.
7
  

Hence, Tehran’s objectives evolved over time and the initial goals that were more 

defensive in nature turned more ambitious. While in the beginning the aim was to rescue 

an important ally, the focus later shifted towards entrenching Iranian influence to such an 

extent that the Syrian state would be dependent on Tehran for the foreseeable future.  

Motivations. Iran’s decisionmaking process was influenced by national security 

considerations and geostrategic reasons. Syria is considered to be a vital link in Tehran’s 

“Shia Crescent”. It connects Iran with Lebanon and the Mediterranean Sea, besides 

providing strategic depth and ground for cultivating like-minded militias.
8
 Furthermore, 

the Iranian leadership argued that the radical Sunni, foremost the Islamic State (IS, or 

ISIS),
9
 expanded territory in Iran’s sphere of influence and were increasingly perceived 

as a threat to the Islamic Republic’s security interests.
10

 

First, the Syrian Arab Republic links Iran to Lebanon and provides for the corridors 

between the Islamic Republic and Hezbollah.
11

 A collapse of the Syrian government 

would have threatened to complicate support for the pro-Iranian group in Lebanon and 

would have eventually weakened it, thus depriving Tehran of a trump card in its regional 

struggle against Israel.
12

 In the words of Secretary General of Hezbollah, Hassan 

Nasrallah, in July 2012: “Syria is the passage for resistance and bridge between Iran and 

the resistance”.
13

 

Besides providing a land corridor to Hezbollah, access to Syria allows Iran to get a 

foothold in the Mediterranean Sea and to partly break out of international isolation. This 

also provides it with the opportunity to play a future role in the European energy market 

by transporting oil and gas via Iraq and Syria to European buyers.
14 

Second, as Bayram Sinkaya argues in his chapter in the book “Turkey, Russia and 

Iran in the Middle East: Establishing a New Regional Order”, the Iranian leadership 

perceives itself as being located in “strategic loneliness”, encircled by other hostile 

powers. He further assesses that, due to this challenging position, Tehran attempts to 

build strategic depths and follows the military doctrine of “forward defense”, or 

“comprehensive deterrence”, aiming at recruiting and cultivating like-minded groups 

across the Middle East. Damascus plays a vital role in this strategy because Syria not 

only harbors pro-Iranian militias, but also links Iran, as mentioned above, to Hezbollah. 

This entrenched Iranian influence in Syria, in close proximity to Israel, is valuable as 

leverage and also counterbalances the U.S. presence in the region.
15 

Third, the growing presence of radical Sunni militias was perceived as a threat to 

the national security of the Islamic Republic. Qasem Soleimani, commander of the Quds 

Force (1998–2020), argued in an excerpt of his memoirs, that the reason for the 
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intervention was to prevent the enemy from getting stronger and coming to Iran’s 

borders.
16

 Still, it also helped Tehran to frame its involvement in a more sympathetic light 

as the Islamic Republic could claim that its campaign in Syria was not just in support of 

President Assad and an attempt to suppress protestors with valid demands of reforms, 

but was a necessary fight against dangerous terrorists constituting a serious national 

security threat.
17

  

Fourth, religious motives and sectarianism are essential in explaining the 

involvement of Iran in the civil war in Syria. The Islamic Republic of Iran is the major Shia 

stronghold in the Middle East describing itself as the representative of fellow Shiites, 

responsible to protect its brethren. As the Syrian civil war turned into a sectarian struggle 

between the Shiites and the Sunnis, Tehran had to react in support of the Shiite minority. 

Iran saw a necessity in supporting the Syrian government in the fight against “Takfiris”.
18

 

Further, Tehran sought to defend the holy Shia shrines, in particular the shrines of 

Sayyida Zainab and Sayyida Raqqaya, both female members of Prophet Mohammad’s 

family, that gained special attention and were used to mobilize militias.
19

 

Fifth, there is an ideological component to the rationale of intervening and 

supporting the Assad government. In the words of Supreme Leader Khamenei: “Iran will 

defend Syria because it supports its policy of resistance against the Zionist regime”. 

According to him, the Syrian civil war is a “crime initiated by the United States and the 

Zionist regime”.
20

 From the conservative leadership’s point of view, the world is black and 

white. A struggle between good and evil is going on, in which the oppressed nations led 

by Iran stand up against the world imperialists. These nations that do not back down in 

the face of the overpowering opponent are collectively called the “axis of resistance”. 

Parts of the Iranian leadership tend to perceive the conflict in Syria through the same 

ideological lens and view the Arab Republic as a member of its “anti-imperialist” coalition 

that has to be supported in the confrontation with the American “proxies”.
21

  

 
Table 1. Motivations for Iran’s involvement in the Syria conflict 

 

Primary National security and 

geostrategic motivations 

Build strategic depth 

Retain access to Lebanon and to the 

Mediterranean Sea 

Fight Sunni extremism 

Secondary Religious motivations Defend fellow Shiites and protect the 

holy shrines 

Secondary Ideological motivations Support the “axis of resistance” 

 
In regards to the hierarchy of Iran’s motives to intervene, it is assumed here that it 

was national security and geostrategic interests that were primarily decisive for Tehran to 

intervene to such an extent. For parts of the Iranian society and leadership, religious and 

ideological narratives probably also played a role in the decisionmaking process, but 

were rather used as an instrument to mobilize more forces, to rally the population behind 

the cause, and to justify the effort. 

Support. The Islamic Republic provided the Syrian government with assistance in 

various forms, including the military, economic and diplomatic realm, and became 

increasingly engaged as the civil war dragged on. Whereas in the early stages of the 

upheavals, Tehran sent technical equipment and helped to suppress the protests in 
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Syria, from 2012 onwards the support turned military and eventually, since 2014, 

economic.
22

 

In terms of military support, Iran transferred material supply, deployed Iranian 

forces and mobilized Shiite militias. Materials were transported via Iraq, Lebanon, and 

Türkiye, both by air and land corridors and included communications equipment, light 

arms, strategic weapons, and more sophisticated weaponry such as drone, shore-to-air 

missiles and surface-to-surface ballistic missiles.
23

 Further, Iranian Revolutionary Guards 

Corps (IRGC) personnel, as well as the conventional army and police forces were 

deployed. Initially they were sent in the role of advisors, but as the conflict dragged on 

combatants followed. Especially the Quds forces, one of the branches of the IRGC 

specializing in extraterritorial unconventional warfare and intelligence operations, were 

present from the very beginning onwards and played a major role by recruiting and 

commanding pro-Iranian militias.
24

 Moreover, Tehran mobilized fellow Shiite groups 

abroad and recruited both Shiites and Sunnis locally. Foreign fighters started to show up 

as early as May 2011, with the Lebanese Hezbollah being active in technical support and 

advice and since 2013 conducting combat missions. The Iraqi militias engaged in the 

fighting starting from late 2012. Since November 2012, Afghan fighters were sent under 

the banner of the “Fatemeyoun”, and Pakistani Shiites organized under the Zaynibian 

Brigade were first noticed in early 2013.
25

 At the height of the civil war, the number of 

recruited militiamen deployed to Syria reached 80 000.
26

 

With the conflict escalating, the Syrian economy became increasingly dependent 

on Iranian assistance. The Arab Republic was sanctioned, the European Union decided 

on a boycott for Syrian oil, hostile militias captured oil infrastructure, and foreign 

exchange reserves declined.
27

 Therefore, Iranian assistance was essential for Damascus 

for stabilizing the economy and meeting Syrian energy needs.
28

 Tehran stepped in to 

reduce the economic hardship by granting low interest credits to finance the import of oil 

and other vital goods, paying salaries of combatants, delivering discounted oil products, 

selling Syrian oil as Iranian product, and commissioning Iranian companies to Syria to 

recover and operate power plants.
29

 Moreover, the Islamic Republic provided 

approximately 70 000 BBL (oilfield/stock tank barrel) of oil daily, about two thirds of the 

overall consumption, to Syria with an accumulated value of over 6 billion USD.
30

 Overall, 

different sources estimated that Iran spent between 6 billion USD up to 20 Billion USD a 

year on Syria.
31

 Furthermore, since fighting started to decline, Tehran increasingly had 

an eye on  economic and social-cultural links to hedge its presence in the country.
32

 

Besides reactivating the Syria–Iran Business Forum which plays a key role in project 

assignment to Iranian companies, Tehran also works with charitable organizations, most 

importantly the “Jihad Al-Bina” Organization engaged in reestablishing schools, giving 

out food aid, and restoring health centers. Furthermore, Iran opened several medical 

points giving out basic medical stuff during the pandemic.
33

 Also, Tehran and Damascus 

plan to establish a joint chamber of commerce, a joint bank, and a power station. Iranian 

developers are given profitable real estate projects, and the Islamic Republic even 

managed to lease the Latakia port.
34

 

Besides the military and economic track, Tehran offered diplomatic support to 

Assad.  The Islamic Republic reiterated the legality of Assad’s rule, spoke out against 

foreign intervention, claimed that the conflict escalated because of external powers’ 

support for extremists and terrorists, and called for a political solution that would meet 

legitimate demands of the Syrian people. The main goal of Iran in this regard was to 

prevent military intervention that would topple Assad. Hence it would support any 

proposal that would keep Assad in power. As Iran’s position on this matter was similar to 

the Russian one and the probability of a U.S. military operation was increasing, 
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coordination between Moscow and Tehran became closer. While Russia supported the 

Islamic Republic’s attempts to get involved in the forums addressing Syria, Iran 

welcomed Russia’s decision to intervene on the government’s side. These similar 

interests were instrumental for the trilateral meeting between Iran, Russia, and Türkiye to 

take place in Moscow in 2016. All three were in support of “full respect for the 

sovereignty, independence, unity and territorial integrity of the Syrian Arab Republic as a 

multi-ethnic, multi-religious, non-sectarian, democratic and secular state” and aimed at a 

peaceful solution to the conflict and a common effort in the fight against ISIS and “Jabhat 

al-Nusra”.
35

 As it turned out, the follow-up Astana Process initiated by Russia, Iran, and 

Türkiye was the most enduring forum and platform for cooperation. 

 

Table 2. Types of Iranian support to Syria 

 

Military support Material supply 

Iranian personal 

Shiite militias 

Economic support Salaries of combatants 

Low interest credits 

Discounted oil products 

Swapping Syrian oil with Iranian 

Recovering and operating power plants 

Transferring oil 

Diplomatic support Prevent military intervention that would lead to 

regime change 

 
Conclusion. To sum up, Tehran intervened in Syria for several partially 

complementary reasons. Besides an ideological struggle and perceived religious 

responsibility, Syria is strategically essential for the Islamic Republic in its broader 

regional context. A friendly government in Damascus provides strategic depth and 

constitutes a vital linkage for the “Shia Crescent” which connects Iran with its allies in 

Lebanon, allows access to the Mediterranean Sea, and is valuable as leverage against 

Israel and a counterbalance against the U.S. presence. Furthermore, Iranian objectives 

changed over time and became more extensive as the Islamic Republic’s campaign 

proved to be successful. Whereas in the beginning it was about securing the 

government’s sheer survival, Tehran’s aim evolved into gaining lasting presence and 

influence in the neighboring country. As of 2022, President Bashar al-Assad sits tight in 

power. The combined forces of Russia and Iran were successful in defeating the majority 

of the opposition, and the Syrian government was able to reconquer most of its lost 

territory. In November 2017, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani declared victory against 

Islamic State in Syria and around that time the combat declined.
36

 But Iran came to stay. 

Pro-Iranian forces strengthened their foothold in the country, and Tehran ensured its 

presence in the neighborhood.
37

 As of now, Iran is present in all spheres of Syrian life 

and it seems unlikely that the Iranian influence will fade in the near future. But as the 

fighting is decreasing and the bloody war has come to a halt, new challenges occur. The 

Islamic Republic is only one of the influential political actors in Syria and it has to balance 

its interests in the country with those of Moscow and Ankara. The question for now is 

whether the powers are able and willing to cooperate without stepping on each other's 

toes. 
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Russia 

 

Damascus is a long-time ally of Moscow, with particular strategic significance for 

Russia due to its sensitive location in the Middle East and its access to the 

Mediterranean Sea. Especially after the United States started to engage in military 

campaigns in the region, the importance of Moscow-friendly President Bashar al-Assad 

increased.
38

 When the tide turned in favor of anti-government forces in Syria in 2015, 

and a U.S. intervention seemed more and more likely, Russia launched a military 

campaign in support of the Syrian government.
39

 By implementing a “light-footprint 

approach” leveraging Russian air assets, the Syrian army, and pro-Iranian militias, 

Moscow successfully reached its objectives by securing the Assad regime in Western 

Syria and gradually reconquering the lost territory over the rest of the country.
40

 Despite 

U.S. warnings that President Putin maneuvered himself into a “quagmire”, Russia was 

able to keep its mission limited in time and started a partial withdrawal as early as in 

2016.
41

  

This campaign represents a milestone in the Kremlin’s foreign policy in the Middle 

East. Russia came back on the global stage and competed successfully with the United 

States outside its traditional sphere of influence in the post-Soviet region. “Operation 

Vozmezdiye”, initiated by President Putin in September 2015, was post-Soviet Russia’s 

first out-of-region military campaign. Although the intervention was restricted to Syria and 

limited in scale, its consequences and importance went beyond the Arab Republic itself. 

Not only has President Assad kept a tight grip on power and secured his control of most 

of Syrian territory, but Russia was also able to secure its military foothold in the Middle 

Eastern country. This subsection focuses on the Russian campaign in Syria and tries to 

answer the following questions: Why and how did the Russian Federation intervene in 

the Syrian civil war? 

Objectives. Essential objective of the Russian intervention was to stabilize Syria in 

order to prevent a collapse of the regime. After the government was secured and the 

initiative was back with President Assad, the Kremlin focused on the search for a political 

solution to the conflict. Moscow’s further objective was to facilitate a UN-supervised 

negotiated political settlement based on real intra-Syrian dialogue. In contrast to Iran, it 

would be wrong to fully associate the Kremlin with the Assad government: an end of the 

war solely on Damascus’s terms is acceptable for Russia, but not necessarily the best 

desired result.
42

 

Motivations. It is assumed here that the Russian military intervention was 

conducted due to a combination of complementary geostrategic, national security, power 

status, and economic motivations. Moscow aimed at preventing another U.S. initiated 

regime change, keeping American influence out of Syria, retaining the Russian foothold 

in the country, and preventing the region from becoming a springboard for radical 

Islamism and insurrection movements into the post-Soviet space. Further, Russia sought 

to get a seat at the table regarding other international issues, showcase its great power 

status, and force the West to treat it as an equal. In addition, economic considerations 

might have partially motivated Moscow. Russia might have eyed to prevent the loss of 

investment and to gain an economic foothold in the reconstruction process. Also, Syria 

plays a role in Russia’s energy politics. 

First, the Russian leadership was convinced that the United States was actively 

following a regime change policy. According to high ranking Russian officials, 

Washington is not only responsible for the color revolutions in the post-Soviet space, but 

also for the Arab Spring.
43 Hence, Russia intervened to prevent another U.S.-instigated 
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regime change in a friendly state and to fend off increasing American influence and 

power in areas of strategic importance to Moscow.
44

   

In addition, Syria is of significance to Moscow as it allows Russia to keep a military 

foothold in the Middle East. The only Russian military base located outside of the 

post-Soviet space was at the Syrian port of Tartus. As of now, Moscow is in possession 

of two military bases in Syria, a navy base in Tartus and an air base in Khmeimim, 

Latakia province.
45

 

Second, Russia conducted its intervention in order to get a seat at the table and to 

gain bargaining power in regards to other international issues.
46

 The relations between 

the West and the Russian Federation reached a new low in 2014, and communication 

and cooperation decreased. Therefore, Moscow could have had an eye on an important 

role in the Syrian issue in order to leverage and influence the West in other areas of 

interest. Despite the crumbling relationship over Ukraine, U.S. President Barack Obama 

and President Vladimir Putin had two official meetings in 2015 and 2016, and Russia 

was able to force the United States to treat it as an equal partner. The West had no other 

choice as to interact with Moscow from a position of weakness, and hence the Kremlin 

was successful in showcasing its status as an important actor outside of its own region. 

Third, Moscow’s operation was partially aimed at fighting ISIS and averting the 

threat of militant/terrorist groups moving into Russia’s backyard. Since the 1990s, the 

Kremlin has been fighting radical Islamism, and Syria has been an effective bulwark 

against the spread of Islamist militants. With the Assad regime in free fall and 

militant/terrorist groups gaining ground, chaos could have spilled over to the post-Soviet 

space as battle-hardened jihadists might have been able to penetrate the Caucasus. 

This would make sense as Russia was one of the key recruitment grounds for radical 

Islamist movements.
47

 

 

Table 3. Motivations for Russia’s involvement in the Syria conflict 

 

Primary National security and  

geostrategic motivations 

Secure Assad government 

Retain Russian foothold in the country 

Keep American influence out of Syria 

Prevent expansion of radical Islamism 

Increase leverage in other hotspots 

Secondary Power status Showcase power as global actor 

Force West to treat it as an equal 

Secondary Economic motivations Prevent loss of investment 

Play a role in the rebuilding process 

Prevent oil pipelines through Syria to Europe 

 
Fourth, Damascus plays a role in Russia’s energy politics. Moscow tries to block 

new exporters from penetrating the European market.  The Arab Republic is located in a 

strategic position, enabling it to become a network of oil and gas pipelines towards 

Türkiye and Europe. This threatened Russia’s standing as Europe’s dominant energy 

partner. When Qatar put forward a new pipeline sending its gas via Saudi Arabia, 

Jordan, and Syria to Türkiye, it was the Syrian government, allegedly pressured by 

Moscow, which refused to take part in the project. By supporting President Assad and 

shielding off regime change, Russia was able to avert the development of rival 

pipelines.
48

 Also, Moscow might have aimed at preventing an economic loss such as the 
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one it suffered in Libya. Due to the arms embargo implemented against Libya, Russia 

lost out on approximately 4 billion USD.
49

 Moreover, Russia suffered losses of 2.2 billion 

USD after a contract between the Libyan government and “Russian Railways” was 

cancelled due to the unrest.
50

 Further, Russian energy companies “Gazprom” and 

“Tatneft” suffered a loss of 240 million USD, because the Libyan government was no 

longer able to honor the made contracts.
51

 Russia might have had the objective to avert 

this Libya scenario in Syria or at least to play a role in the reconstruction of the country 

once the government is secured. 

Support. The Russian Federation provided the Syrian government with assistance 

in various forms. In the early stages of the upheavals, Moscow backed Damascus 

diplomatically and economically. Then from September 2015 onwards, Russia became a 

direct party to the war. 

First, the Russian military followed a strategy leveraging its airpower and naval 

capabilities.
52

  Syrian, Iranian and Shia forces would do the fighting on the ground while 

Russia would support them with airpower, intelligence, and fire support.
53

 By doing so, 

the Russians could effectively use their air and naval capabilities while at the same time 

decrease the risk of high casualties as the deadly ground combat was mainly done by 

others.
54

 

Second, Russia was engaged in Syria with a limited number of ground forces 

estimated at 3000–4000.
55

 According to Colonel-General Alexander Dvornikov, former 

commander of the Russian troops in Syria, those forces were engaged in advising as 

well as in reconnaissance activities and other “special tasks”.
56

 In addition, Russia 

deployed military personal composed of Muslim Chechen and Ingush personnel in order 

to stabilize regained territory.
57

 Furthermore, the Russian military made use of private 

military contractors capitalizing on their skillset, enjoying deniability, and keeping down 

official casualty rates.
58

 

In terms of economic support, Russian business conglomerates are in cooperation 

with Damascus. They invested large sums of money into the energy sector, and the 

Syrian government seemed willing to increase Moscow’s economic presence in the 

country. “Soyuzneftegaz” signed an agreement with the Syrian government spanning 25 

years to jointly explore an area of the Mediterranean Sea encompassing 2190 sq km in 

the search for oil and gas.
59

 In 2015, Syrian Foreign Minister Walid Muallem said that 

“We have data that oil and gas deposits on a shelf off the coast of Syria have enormous 

potential. And we hope to see not only Russian warships in Syria, but also platforms for 

extracting oil”. Further, he mentioned that there is already a contract with a Russian 

company and that Syria is willing to offer “all possible incentives”.
60

 However, the 

economic cooperation was heavily affected by the war in Syria, and Russia–Syria 

commerce collapsed from 2 billion USD in 2008 to 174 million USD in 2019. In 2018, 

Moscow started to reconstruct the ruined areas of Syria, but faced a number of 

challenges. Russia cannot reconstruct Syria relying only on its own resources and called 

for an international effort including the ease of sanctions. However, this endeavor 

remains unsuccessful. Moreover, the Syrian economy is a difficult terrain due to the 

conflict, sanctions, high level of corruption, and bureaucracy. The business-to-business 

contacts between Russia and Syria are weak, and small businesses are deterred by a 

lack of transparency, sanctions, and security issues.
61

  

In the sphere of international diplomacy, Russia has been the essential ally for 

Syria. Moscow’s diplomatic weight was vital in preventing a unified and major action 

against Damascus by wielding its veto in the UN Security Council. Between 2011 and 

2019, the Russian government vetoed 14 United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

resolutions unfavorable to the Assad government.
62

 Furthermore, the Russian diplomatic 
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activities were complementary to its military campaign. According to Seth G. Jones, 

author of “Moscow’s War in Syria”, diplomatic maneuvers facilitated gains on the 

battlefield and military efforts increased the leverage in negotiations. He argues that 

while the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs led the negotiations on ceasefires and 

establishment of de-escalations zones, the Russian Army capitalized on such initiatives 

and used them to rest and refit pro-Assad forces.
63

 

 

Table 4. Types of Russian support to Syria 

 

Military support Air and naval assets 

Ground forces (limited) 

Economic support Engagement in rebuilding of country 

Diplomatic support Leverage of UNSC membership 

 
Conclusion. Moscow’s campaign was meant to fend off another regime change 

initiated by the West. Russia attempted to rescue the Assad government and to stabilize 

Syria. By fulfilling this objective, Russia was successful in averting the loss of its foothold 

in a geostrategic significant location and averted increased U.S. power in a sensitive 

area with strategic significance to Moscow. In contrast to Iran, Russia relied on its air and 

naval assets and did not deploy large contingents of foot soldiers. Besides that, Moscow 

played a crucial role in the diplomatic arena and leveraged its international standing to 

retain Assad’s grip on power. However, the pro-Iranian proxies on the ground, the 

religious, cultural similarities, the close geographical location, and, last but not least, the 

crucial economic support allowed Tehran to wield more influence over Damascus than 

Moscow could. In spite of minor deviations in interests, both fruitfully worked together 

and benefited from each other’s strengths.  

Further, the Kremlin secured an ideological victory in Syria and strengthened its 

standing and status as a great power. Shortly after President Obama called Russia 

merely a “regional power” in March 2014, Moscow launched the out-of-region military 

operation and decisively turned the tide in the entrenched conflict.
64

 By intervening 

successfully outside its traditional sphere of influence Moscow did what only great 

powers can do. As the United States was about to withdraw from the Middle East, Russia 

came back and did so triumphantly. Moreover, the Syrian situation mirrors the Russian 

vision of the future multipolar world and the rise of regional powers. It was not the 

Americans that eventually shifted the tide in the war in Syria and that set the beginning of 

the end to the conflict, but Russia, along with regional stakeholders, Iran and Türkiye.  

 

Türkiye 

 

Amidst the chaos of the Syrian civil war, Türkiye’s role expanded from a passive 

bystander to one of the most influential players in the country. With its interventions, 

military presence on the ground in Syria, and support for various anti-government 

militias, Ankara has become a key actor competing on par with Iran and Russia for 

influence in the neighboring country. The following part will analyze Türkiye’s objectives, 

motivations, its military operations, support for anti-government groups and touch upon 

the role of the U.S. in pushing Ankara closer to Moscow. 
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Objectives. Ankara’s objectives and actions were adapted to the opportunities, 

limitations, and threats. Until 2013, Ankara was standing on the sidelines in the Syrian 

civil war, betting on pro-Turkish forces coming to power in Syria. It granted rebels 

access, but barely interfered on its own, whereas the United States and the Gulf states 

were engaged in the conflict more intensively. Because of unsuccessful rebels, 

dissatisfaction with U.S. policy, growing refugee streams, and Assad’s decision to grant 

the Kurdish regions limited autonomy, Türkiye started to intervene more assertively. 

Ankara provided the rebels with support and partnered with more radical militias fighting 

Kurdish forces, following the motto: “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”. When the 

Gulf states and the United States started to disengage in 2015 and 2016, Ankara 

became the single most important sponsor of the opposition. However, Russia’s 

intervention changed the equation and, in view of the disengagement of its allies and its 

vulnerability to Moscow’s sanctions and new refugee streams, the Turkish leadership 

realized that it had to cooperate with Russia. Hence the goals were reduced from aiming 

at a change in the Syrian leadership towards rolling back the Kurdish People’s Protection 

Units (YPG) and preventing further refugee streams. 

Motivations. In contrast to Iranian and Russian geostrategic motivations to 

intervene, it was domestic political motivations combined with security considerations 

that triggered Türkiye’s military operations and support to anti-government militia groups 

in Syria. Ankara’s involvement was a reaction to domestic political and security concerns 

originating from a growing Kurdish separatist threat combined with increasing refugee 

flows that triggered potential splits inside the Turkish society.
65

 Hence, the primary 

motivation was to solve a domestic security problem through external military means by 

rolling back Kurdish militant groups and creating tactical depth, to reduce the risk of a 

spill-over of hostilities and make room for the resettlement of Syrian refugees.
66

 

The main reason for Ankara’s interest and interventions in the Syrian civil war 

stemmed from its long-standing opposition to the Kurdish national movement, which 

seeks greater autonomy for Kurdish people in Türkiye and neighboring states. Türkiye 

has a significant Kurdish minority, and Ankara has long viewed the Kurdish 

independence movement as a threat to its national security. In Syria, the Kurdish people 

have been relatively autonomous since the first years of the civil war, and are in control 

of a significant swath of territory in the northeastern part of the country on the border to 

Türkiye. In addition, the YPD, seen by Türkiye as a terrorist group and an extension of 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), not only grew in power and was successful in its 

operation against the Islamic State, but also allegedly received supported from 

Washington, which saw use in the Kurds as they were fighting ISIS/IS.
67

 Türkiye argued 

that the Kurdish areas in Syria were a safe haven for the PKK which potentially could 

operate against its neighbor from the foreign ground.
68

 Threatened by a possible spill-

over in violence and an expansion of Kurdish influence, Ankara intervened not only 

indirectly by supporting militants fighting the Kurds, but also directly by launching several 

military operations in northern Syria’s. 

Another problem for Ankara remains the high number of Syrian refugees streaming 

into the country since the beginning of the war. As of March 2023, the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) registered almost 3.5 million Syrian refugees 

which makes Türkiye home to the largest number of refugees worldwide.
69

 This situation 

put pressure on the Turkish government as Ankara was confronted with various issues 

including economic, political, and social challenges. To solve these challenges, Ankara 

sought to create tactical depth. By creating a buffer zone between Türkiye proper and 

Kurdish forces in Syria, Ankara hoped to prevent a spill-over of violence and attacks from 

Kurdish militias on its territory, but also aimed at creating an area for Syrian refugees to 
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return to. Besides that, Ankara might have viewed a broader military presence in 

northern Syria facilitating support for pro-Turkish forces as an instrument to 

counterbalance the Assad government and its allies, Russia and Iran, by restricting their 

reach further north.  

Türkiye also participated in the international coalition fighting the Islamic State and 

has conducted its own military operations in the name of fighting the group, namely 

operations “Euphrates Shield” in August 2016 and “Olive Branch” in January 2018.
70

 

However, fighting the Islamic State was not a primary motivation for Ankara. With 

confronting the Kurdish threat as a key aim, actively targeting the Islamic State, which 

was intensively fighting with Kurdish militias, would have been counterproductive to 

Ankara. Also, it probably apprehended a backlash from increased tensions with the 

Islamic State and feared retaliation. Thus, for years Türkiye chose to ignore activities of 

Jihadi militant-terrorist groups. 

The U.S. role. The role of the United States was decisive in the establishment of 

the triangular relations between Türkiye, Russia, and Iran and the reshuffling of 

partnerships. The main factor for the reorientation of Ankara away from the U.S. towards 

Russia and Iran was the American policy in regards to the Kurds, especially the U.S. 

support for the YPG. While for Washington, the Kurds were a strategic asset to fight 

Saddam Hussein and later ISIS, for Türkiye, they constitute a perceived vital threat to 

national security. More precisely, the U.S. support for the YPG in the fight against ISIS 

had three effects. First, it undermined a protracted peace process in Türkiye which 

eventually collapsed. Second, it led to the deterioration of the U.S.–Türkiye relationship, 

as the U.S. help to the Kurds in Syria was seen by Ankara as supporting its recognized 

existential threat.  Finally, U.S. actions affected Türkiye’s move away from its traditional 

ally and led to a rapprochement between Moscow and Ankara. The relationship between 

Ankara and Moscow in Syria has been fragile, and the two had to struggle with major 

differences. However, despite Russia’s support for the Assad government and Türkiye’s 

support for the armed opposition, Ankara found in Moscow the only viable partner to 

address its security concerns. Washington disregarded Ankara’s interests and conducted 

a policy antagonistic to Türkiye’s security concerns. Hence, relations with the West 

stimulated rapprochement between Türkiye and Russia.  

 
Table 5. Motivations for Türkiye’s involvement in the Syrian conflict 

 

Primary Domestic security and political concerns 
 

Create tactical depth 
Whipping out Kurdish militias 

Secondary Support for the Global Coalition Fight Islamic State 

 
Support. Overall, the Turkish army conducted six military campaigns in Syria. 

Operation “Euphrates Shield” (August 2016) officially aimed at “eradicating Daesh [ISIS] 

presence” and operation “Olive Branch” (January 2018) had the objective “to neutralize 

all terrorists (the Islamic State and PKK/PYD
71

/YPG) in Afrin and to liberate the local 

population from the oppression and tyranny of terrorists”.
72

 The majority of Türkiye’s 

campaigns were directed against Kurdish militants. In addition to “Olive Branch”, 

operation “Peace Spring” (October  2019) was also conducted to “wipe out 

PKK/PYD/YPG terrorist elements”'. Operations “Winter Eagle” (February  2022) and 

“Claw Sword” (November 2022) also had the PKK/PYD/YPG as their main target.
73

 Only 

one operation – ”Spring Shield” (February 2020) – targeted Syrian government troops.
74
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Türkiye also assisted anti-government groups. Turkish alignments with such forces 

have been complex. Throughout the war Ankara has supported, controlled or tolerated 

different militias varying in their ideological outlook and goals. For instance, Türkiye 

supported a variety of moderate opposition groups, such as the Free Syrian Army (FSA), 

a loose coalition of armed groups engaged in combat against the Syrian government. 

Between August 2016 and March 2017, Ankara’s “Euphrates Shield” operation utilized 

the FSA as a proxy force.
75

 Ankara also cooperated closely with the Syrian National 

Army (SNA), composed of various opposition groups, including Islamist factions. The 

formation of the SNA was allegedly guided by Türkiye, and Ankara has since backed the 

SNA in northwestern Syria.
76

 Furthermore, Türkiye cooperated with the Syrian Turkmen 

Brigades, composed of Syrian Turkmens.
77

 In addition, Türkiye has collaborated with the 

more radical jihadist group “Hayat Tahrir al-Sham” (HTS), which became the dominant 

force on the ground in the northwestern province of Idlib.
78

 HTS was formed in 2017 

through the merger of several groups, including “Jabhat al-Nusra”, a group closely 

affiliated with al-Qaeda.
79

 

Türkiye helped opposition forces in Syria by providing arms, training, and financial 

support. Türkiye has also been among the major entrance points for weapons and 

fighters coming to Syria as Ankara opened its borders for the Islamic State recruits.
80

 

Besides that, Türkiye also allowed the import of oil from the Islamic State and hence 

helped the funding of the jihadist group.
81

 Turkish officials have acknowledged the 

provision of arms and training to groups in opposition to President al-Assad.
82

 Further, 

Türkiye provided safe haven for militants, permitting them to cross the border for 

treatment and other support.
83

 

In addition to financial support and arms, Türkiye also provided political and 

diplomatic assistance. For example, the Turkish government decided to host the Syrian 

National Council (a coalition of opposition groups formed in August 2011) in Istanbul. 

Turkish politicians also advocated strongly against President Assad and have been 

outspoken in their criticism of Damascus.
84

 However, some criticized Türkiye's backing of 

the opposition, claiming that it exacerbated the conflict in Syria and aided the rise of 

extremist organizations such as ISIS/IS. Additionally, critics charged Türkiye with 

allowing jihadists to enter Syria through its border and ignoring their activities.
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Table 6. Types of Turkish support to the opposition 

 

Military support Supply of arms 

Training 

Access through borders 

Economic support Funding 

Allowed oil from the Islamic State to be 

imported 

Diplomatic support Hosting of the Syrian National Council 

 
Conclusion. The Turkish role in the Syria conflict has been different to that of 

Moscow and Teheran as Ankara vehemently opposed the Assad regime and sponsored 

and facilitated the actions of various anti-government militant groups coming from a 

broad political spectrum. Türkiye assisted groups fighting Damascus with armaments, 

funds, and access in and out of Türkiye. In addition, the main considerations influencing 

Ankara’s actions on Syria were of domestic origin as opposed to Russian and Iranian 
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interests of external geostrategic nature. Türkiye attempted to enhance its national 

security by intervening in the civil war and fending off a Kurdish threat at its doorstep. 

 

IV. Converging and diverging interests 

 

Russia–Iran 

 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, bilateral relations between the Russian 

Federation and the Islamic Republic of Iran have experienced periods of varying 

intensity. Closer dialogue between Moscow and Washington was typically been 

accompanied by reduced cooperation between Russia and Iran, while tensions in the 

Kremlin’s relations with the West led to a rapprochement with Tehran. The cooperation 

between the two intensified after the 2014 Crimea crisis and the first detachment of 

Moscow from the West and was underscored by the joint warfare in Syria. Since 

February 2022, the affinity between the two states has reached new heights, however. 

Cut off from the western market, Moscow accelerated its turn to the East to withstand 

economic and political pressure from the West and found an ally in Iran, due to 

complementary geopolitical goals and compatible anti-Western ideologies. The two have 

never worked more closely together than under the current geopolitical circumstances. 

Relations have been expanding in economic, political, and military spheres. In the Syrian 

theatre, Russia and Iran have mutually acceptable and even common primary aims; 

however, some secondary antagonistic interests also exist. In addition to that, a shift in 

the balance of power in the Arab Republic might be underway. As Russia reduces its 

commitment in Syria and is consumed by the conflict with Ukraine on its borders, Tehran 

has eyed growing influence in Syria, and Moscow will have to decide whether to tolerate 

Iran’s assertive expansion or not. 
In Syria, Russia and Iran has been working closely together. With the help of 

Iranian ground forces and proxies backed by Russian airstrikes, Tehran and Moscow 

managed to thwart regime change, consolidate President Assad’s power, and retake 

most of the territory lost in the early years of the civil war. At the moment, the Assad 

government is firmly in power. 
As noted above, Iran’s interests in Syria are part of a broader attempt to increase 

Tehran’s regional influence and support the “Axis of Resistance”,
86

 secure the land 

corridor to Lebanon, and gain strategic depth. In addition, Tehran was interested in 

fighting Sunni extremism while implementing a “forward defense” strategy. Moscow's 

interests in Syria are complementary and consist of thwarting another Western-led 

regime change and fending off growing American influence. Furthermore, the Kremlin 

aimed at secure its strategic foothold in the region and preserving its naval bases.
87

 The 

common denominator of the strategic interests of the Islamic Republic and the Russian 

Federation in Syria are: 
–  Preventing regime change and maintaining a pro-Russian / pro-Iranian 

government; 

–  Containing Sunni extremism; 

–  Reducing the U.S. influence in the region or driving the United States out of the 

region. 

Now that the crisis in Ukraine has escalated into a large-scale conflict, Iran is 

looking to expand its military presence in Syria and fill the power vacuum left by 

Moscow.
88

 Allegedly, the political and religious leader of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah 

Ali Khamenei, met with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad as early as May 2022 to 

discuss the transfer of Russian positions to Iran.
89

 Groups loyal to Iran have reportedly 
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already taken over Russian positions and are benefiting from the Kremlin’s shift in 

priorities towards Ukraine.
90 

Despite close cooperation and common goals, Moscow and Iran are drifting apart 

on a tactical level in some areas. There are tensions in the coastal area near the Russian 

bases and to the south along Israel’s border. The Israeli Air Force regularly attacks 

pro-Iranian militias. If these groups approach Russian bases, the Russian army is also 

drawn into confrontation between forces loyal to Iran and Israel. 
In addition, the vision of the future political system in Syria differs. While Russia has 

been open to talks about reforms within the Syrian Arab Republic, Iran rejects changes in 

the ruling power structures. Russia is pursuing a state-centric vision for Syria, while Iran 

is attempting to implement parallel structures in the security sphere and beyond.
91 

There are also competing interests in the economic sphere, as in addition to the 

energy, phosphate, agricultural, and real estate sectors, both countries are interested in 

reconstruction and thus profitable orders for domestic companies.
92

  

In sum, the weaknesses of Russian-Iranian cooperation are: 

–  Competition in the south, near Israel, and in the coastal area, near the Russian 

bases; 

–  Different visions for the future political system in Syria; 

–  Economic competition. 

Nevetheless, the Islamic Republic is Russia’s most important partner in the Middle 

East. Iran can offer Russia what Moscow lacks: close proximity and soft power in terms 

of cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and religious commonalities with Syria and the region (e. g., 

in Afghanistan). Ultimately, Iran pulls the political and economic strings in the Arab 

Republic. Iran not only provides important economic aid to Syria, but also controls many 

well-equipped militias and exercises enormous political influence in the country. 

Furthermore, Iran is a valuable ally for Russia in Ukraine and other politically 

unstable areas such as Afghanistan. On the one hand, given the tense geopolitical 

situation in which Russia finds itself, the importance of the Islamic Republic for Moscow 

will grow. The Russian leadership may be forced to allow Tehran to fill the resulting 

power vacuum in Syria. On the other hand, Iran needs Russia to counterbalance 

Türkiye's influence, as well as Moscow’s diplomatic weight on the international stage.  

 
Table 7. Comparative interests of Iran and Russia in Syria 

 

 Politics Security Economy 

Common Anti-Western stance 

 

Prevent regime 

change 

Keep friendly 

government 

 

Fight Sunni extremism 

 

Parallel    

Antagonistic Different vision for the 

future political system 

Competition in the 

South and coastal area 

Reconstruction 

effort 

 
Since there are no fundamental strategic issues on which Tehran and Moscow 

disagree or which present a potential for confrontation, mutual benefits of the partnership 

are likely to outweigh the conflicts of interest in the south and the coastal area, as well as 

in the economic sphere and negotiations on possible political reforms in Syria. 
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Russia–Türkiye 

 

Ankara and Moscow supported the opposite sides in the Syrian conflict. While 

Türkiye assisted the opposition forces and wanted to see Assad replaced with a 

pro-Turkish figure, Russia has stood firmly on the side of Damascus. The tensions 

between the two have gone up and down during the course of the war. Hostilities 

reached a climax when a Russian jet was shot down in 2015, but have been on the 

decline since, with some exceptions in regards to the rebel stronghold Idlib. Despite 

having antagonistic interests in Syria, Russia and Türkiye have been successful so far in 

working together without major escalation. They manage to stay in dialogue and avoid 

spillovers of tensions to other spheres of bilateral relations. The reason for this is a 

strategy of compartmentalization as well as a constellation of interests that allows to 

avert fundamental collusion.
93

 While there are antagonistic motivations, their primary 

interests are not contradicting each other.  

First, as part of compartmentalization strategy, Russia and Türkiye isolate points of 

conflict and do not allow these issues to spill over and affect other fields of bilateral 

cooperation.
94

 Other spheres of relations between them are not influenced by 

disagreement over Syria. This strategy is utilized in the context of bilateral economic 

relations as well as in resolving security issues inside Syria itself.
95

 However, it is not 

clear how robust compartmentalization is. Because of a considerable imbalance of power 

in the economic and political sphere in favor of Moscow, Russia has significant leverage 

over Ankara.
96

 The Kremlin has the choice to cease compartmentalization, whereas 

Türkiye has to abide by it in the face of unequal consequences.
97

 The costs for Ankara to 

oppose Russia would be too high as it was demonstrated in 2015– 2016 when Moscow 

implemented harsh economic sanctions against the Turkish economy.
98

 

 

Table 8. Comparative interests of Russia and Türkiye in Syria 
 

 Politics Security Economy 

Common    

Parallel  Kurdish groups  

in the North 

 

Competition in Idlib 

 

Antagonistic Türkiye would like a 

change in power in 

Syria 

Türkiye supports 

opposition troops 

 

 
Second, despite having antagonistic interests, the two are not opposing each other 

on their respective fundamental objectives. Antagonistic interests include Türkiye’s 

position on regime change and its support for the opposition groups. However, in 2016, 

with the U.S. support for the YPG and the strengthening of Kurdish forces in northern 

Syria, the main interest of Türkiye shifted towards confronting the PKK and Kurdish 

militias.
99

 As these groups have been armed and supported by the United States, 

Moscow can turn a blind eye to Ankara fighting them because reduced Kurdish military 

presence and clout equals less U.S. influence in Syria. Hence, Türkiye also no longer 
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aims at overthrowing the Assad government and therefore does not threaten Russia’s 

foothold in Syria. 

To conclude, Moscow and Ankara stand on different sides in the conflict, but are on 

the same page when it comes to their bilateral cooperation. Erupting disputes are 

managed by a strategy of compartmentalization that isolates respective issues and 

averts them from negatively affecting Türkiye–Russia overall relationship. 

 

Türkiye–Iran 

 

Türkiye and Iran are two regional powers which have been for centuries contending 

for influence in the region. In the last decade, the two stood out as key players in the 

transforming Middle Eastern landscape and vied for dominance in different parts of the 

region. Türkiye is viewed as a challenge for Tehran because of its Western stance and 

membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and Iran is viewed with 

suspicion due to its revolutionary and religious narrative.
100

 In the Syrian theatre, 

however, the competition goes beyond ideological differences or a mere contest for 

influence, but encompasses security issues vital for both sides. 

The civil war in Syria with the potential for major changes in the region triggered 

national security concerns for both Ankara and Tehran. Türkiye sees a major threat in 

increased Kurdish autonomy on its borders, whereas Iran perceives its geostrategic 

standing and key defense strategy, built upon tactical depth and “forward defense”, in 

danger. 

Since 2011, the two powers have stood on different sides in the conflict. Türkiye 

supported groups opposing the central Syrian government as well as groups fighting 

against Kurdish militias in the north of the Arab Republic. Iran stood firmly on the side of 

Damascus and strongly supported the forces loyal to President Assad. In 2017, by 

launching the Astana process (along with Russia), Türkiye and Iran started to divide their 

spheres of influence and attempted to prevent conflict. 

Currently, the challenges include the Kurdish issue in Northern Syria, a possible 

Turkish–Israeli alliance to push Iran out of the Arab Republic, and Tehran’s perception 

that Ankara increased its appetite beyond merely the fight against PKK towards 

establishing a Turkish sphere of influence non-aligned with the Iranian one. 

First, despite the warnings and condemnation of Ankara’s operations against 

Kurdish entities in northern Syria made by the Supreme Leader Khamenei, the Kurdish 

issue in itself presents a low probability of escalation between Türkiye and Iran.
101

 

Northern Syria is of secondary strategic value for Iran, and the Turkish operations 

directed against the Kurds did not compromise any primary interests pursued by Tehran. 

The Islamic Republic is aiming at closing the distance to Israel’s borders and linking up 

with Hezbollah, hence the south and the center of Syria is of foremost value.
102

 

Furthermore, Türkiye’s actions against Kurdish militias included, on the one hand, the 

possibility of a split in Ankara’s relations with Washington and, on the other hand, a 

potential for forced reconciliation and compromise on the Kurdish side vis-a-vis 

Damascus.
103

 Both of these possible outcomes are seen by Tehran in a positive light. In 

addition, Iran’s leadership is also struggling with Kurdish militias on its borders, perceives 

them as a threat to its national security, and is not interested in a strengthened Kurdish 

entity with affiliations to the United States. Hence, the Kurdish autonomy is a threat to 

both of them; however, for Tehran the danger is of less serious nature. 

Second, a significantly more serious challenge to the relationship between Tehran 

and Ankara is a possible Turkish–Israeli bloc directed against Iran’s presence in Syria, 

combined with potential Türkiye’s interests that go beyond targeting the Kurdish militias, 
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but also aim at establishing a permanent sphere of Turkish influence in the Arab 

Republic. Especially after clashes around Idlib left dozens of Iranian proxies and Turkish 

soldiers dead, Iran’s assessment seemed to have changed to a perception of a more 

expansionist Ankara.
104

 A potential growing sphere of Turkish influence could threaten 

Iran’s presence in the center and south of Syria, the areas that are of key importance for 

Tehran, and would overlap with Iran’s sphere of influence.
105 

Adding fuel to the fire is the 

fact that the talk of a new military operation in Syria takes place simultaneously with a 

rapprochement between Türkiye and Israel.
106

 Thus, for Tehran a Turkish–Israel plan 

aimed at decimating the Iranian presence in Syria is perceived as increasingly possible 

and constitutes potential for escalation between Tehran and Ankara. 

In addition, as Moscow is preoccupied with the conflict in Ukraine, the Russian 

presence in Syria is allegedly decreasing, creating a power vacuum both Iran and 

Türkiye will attempt to fill.
107

 Hence, decreased Russian presence in the Arab Republic 

increases the possibility for a violent clash of interests between Ankara and Tehran. 

 
Table 9. Comparative interests of Türkiye and Iran in Syria 

 

 Politics Security Economy 

Common    

Parallel  Kurdish groups in the North  

Antagonistic  Overlapping spheres of 

influence and competition in 

the north of Syria (Idlib) 

 

A possible Turkish-Israeli 

bloc directed against Iran 

 

Power vacuum left behind 

by Russia 

 

 
To conclude, it is not northern Syria and Türkiye’s aim to contain the Kurds that 

harbor the most escalatory potential for a conflict between Iran and Türkiye, but rather an 

increasingly ambitious Türkiye with aspirations for a greater sphere of influence 

combined with a Russian withdrawal and a possible Israeli partnership. The threat of a 

clash over spheres of influence combined with the possibility of a Turkish–Israeli coalition 

aimed against Iran is worrying for Tehran. 

 

The Astana Process 

 

The conflict in Syria has been a challenging case for the international community, 

with several failed attempts to reach a peaceful solution. The Geneva peace process, 

backed by the United Nations, was one of such attempts, aimed to find a political solution 

to the conflict. Despite the numerous rounds of negotiations in Geneva, little progress 

was made.  

Amidst the continued violence and chaos paired with the multiple failures of the 

numerous diplomatic efforts, the Astana dialogue emerged as a unique and 

unconventional out-of-the-box format capable of stabilizing and de-escalate the volatile 

situation on the ground, while aiming at bridging the lack of involvement of key opposition 
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actors in talks and accounting for the interests of the key regional powers.
108

 The Astana 

format as a conglomerate of regional and extra regional powers spearheaded by Russia, 

the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Türkiye has also showed resilience in the face of high 

tensions among its members, facilitated cooperation in the shadow of competition, 

followed a more sober approach, and allowed the three powers to work together as 

equals.  Despite its advantages, the framework has also suffered from limitations and 

challenges in terms of its inclusiveness and inherent potential. As the Astana format is 

the main mechanism for coordinating and balancing the trio’s converging and diverging 

interests, this section will examine its characteristics, differences from the broader 

UN-led Geneva process, and its primary weaknesses and limitations, in order to better 

understand better why this format perseveres and why it is more effective than other 

initiatives addressing the Syrian civil war. 

The Geneva peace talks began in 2012 under the auspices of the United Nations 

and have been held intermittently since then. The talks have brought together 

representatives of the Syrian government, some opposition groups, and other 

stakeholders and aimed to reach a political solution to the conflict that would bring about 

an end to the civil war and transform the political system in the Arab Republic. The talks 

have faced numerous challenges and setbacks, including disagreements over the 

composition of the opposition delegation, the role of President Bashar al-Assad in any 

transitional government, and the ongoing violence on the ground. The latest round of 

talks, known as Geneva 5, was held in 2017, with no significant breakthroughs achieved. 

Since then the process in its traditional format has been put on halt.  

Against the background of the failures and shortcomings of the Geneva talks, 

Russia came up with its own initiative, and the Astana dialogue as an alternative 

negotiation format has taken the lead in the Syria conflict management since then. The 

format was originally seen as a complementary initiative supposed to create the 

necessary preconditions for further talks in Geneva addressing the more substantive 

political issues.
109

 In fact, it failed to do that, but it was successful in establishing a lasting 

ceasefire and building de-escalation zones. Beyond that, it also became a forum to 

prevent conflicts among major stakeholders and keep the balance of power between 

Russia, Türkiye, and Iran, allowing them to manage their divergent visions by agreeing to 

respective zones of influence. Hence, it developed into the main mechanism for 

coordinating and balancing the trio’s converging and diverging interests. 

The main advantage of the format is its resilience in the face of high tension among 

its members and its role as a facilitator of cooperation in the shadow of competition. The 

Russia–Türkiye relations on Syria are shaped by rivalry, as they support the opposite 

parties in the conflict. However, despite their diverging interests, they never stop 

communicating. In fact, in moments of high tensions the process does not slow down or 

collapses, but accelerates and talks intensify. For instance, when tensions were rising 

over Idlib, the parties intensified their contacts, kept the dialogue going, and coordinated 

their actions in an attempt to prevent all-out collusion.
110

 Besides that, Moscow and 

Ankara were able to frame hostilities in a controlled way not allowing tensions to get out 

of hand. When fighting accelerated in Idlib in February 2020, Türkiye blamed the Syrian 

army and Russia blamed radical Islamists in case of attacks, instead of blaming each 

other.
111

 This way, regardless of heavy competition, escalation between members of the 

Astana trio was successfully prevented. 

Another advantage of the Astana format in comparison to the Geneva peace 

process is its sober-minded assessment of the realities on the ground. The Geneva talks 

were weakened by a false sense of the actuality on the ground and failed to include 

actual representatives of the armed opposition on the ground in the mediation process. 
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The opposition was represented in Geneva largely by irrelevant people lacking real 

power and connection to the actors calling the shots on the ground.
112

 Besides that, 

numerous countries were involved in the Geneva peace process, among them many 

without any genuine connection or stake in the Syrian Arab Republic. At the same time, 

despite the obvious illusion of reaching a lasting political solution to the complex conflict 

without involving one of the major regional powers and stakeholders with key spoiler 

potential, the Islamic Republic of Iran was astoundingly excluded.
113

 In contrast, the 

Russian initiative focused not on the quantity of the parties involved in the format, but on 

their actual political influence and military weight in the Arab Republic. By including 

Türkiye and Iran, Moscow assembled key regional actors pulling the strings in the 

conflict. Also, at the local level, by leaving more room for the interpretation of what is 

“moderate” and including select militant Islamist groups such as “Jaysh al-Islam”, the 

Astana format at least in part addressed the issue of the opposition’s representation by 

groups wielding actual power on the ground.
114

 

In addition, the three co-sponsors of the format counterbalance one another, both 

in the trio, as well as a pair against the third party. Importantly, it may be difficult to 

remodel the process by including other powers, as the three Astana powers’ interest in 

Syria is higher than that of any other external actor. Hence, the triangular relations in the 

Astana framework are characterized by equality, or parity. All of the parties are playing 

on par in Syria as the mechanism works only if all three of them are involved. Thus, they 

keep the balance and work towards a mutually acceptable solution. Even if they are not 

on the same sides, they have to be on the same page.
115

 

Unlike Geneva, Astana did not claim to decide on the political future of the Syrian 

state, but was initially meant to merely prepare the ground for further political 

transformation. As President Putin stated in July 2022, during his working visit to Tehran, 

the task is “to create conditions that will allow the Syrians to determine their future 

themselves”.
116

 Instead of focusing on political reforms, an endeavor including 

unsolvable incompatibilities for the foreseeable future, the dialogue concentrated on 

achievable, but nonetheless very important issues. This, however, also displays the 

limitations of the Astana framework.  While being able to address important security 

issues and implement ceasefires and de-escalation zones as well as reduce the risks of 

clashes among major parties, Astana has remained inadequate to the task of producing 

a broadly recognized solution to the inherent problems of the Syrian political system.
117

 

The format’s main weakness concerns representation. The Astana framework has 

distinguished itself with the quality of its members, in terms of genuine influence and 

stake in the Syrian Arab Republic. However, despite Syria being an Arab country with a 

majority Arab population, Astana misses any Arab regional power. The inclusion of a 

regional power such as Saudi Arabia or Iraq would guarantee better representation of the 

regional stakeholders. Also the constellation of the opposition taking part in the 

negotiations is to some degree unrepresentative, as Ankara is unwilling to accept a 

strong Kurdish party taking part in the dialogue.
118

 

Up until the present day, the Astana process remains the most successful initiative 

addressing the Syrian conflict. While the talks were not able to achieve a comprehensive 

political solution to the conflict, they have helped to reduce violence and create 

conditions more suited for a future settlement.  However, Moscow’s shifting focus might 

increase the chances of a change in the symmetry within the Astana trio. As Russia is 

increasingly engaged in Ukraine, the long kept balance of power might be threatened as 

Iran increases its foothold in Syria and Türkiye is routinely entertaining the idea of new 

military campaigns. 
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Ukraine and its effect on the triangular relationship 

 

The Astana trio has worked so far as a mechanism of equals, checking and 

balancing each other in their actions in Syria.
119

 However, since February 2022, the 

Kremlin has been fully preoccupied with the conflict in Ukraine. This has its side effects 

on the triangular relationship of the Astana trio. The crisis in Ukraine, which is currently 

consuming a considerable amount of Russia’s resources, might lead to changes in the 

balance of power in the Syrian theatre and encompasses an escalatory potential as the 

decreasing role of Moscow might lead to a more assertive engagement of other 

stakeholders. The power vacuum left behind by Moscow could trigger increased 

competition between Türkiye and Iran. This could result in a higher probability of a clash 

between Tehran and Ankara. In addition, it is raising the risk of an escalation between 

the Islamic Republic and Israel.  Tel-Aviv is concerned by the growing presence of Iran’s 

proxies close to its border and might not be willing to accept a change in the status quo 

in Syria. Furthermore, Iran’s military-technological improvements, marked by new 

equipment and capabilities, might alarm the leadership in Israel. Hence, the equation that 

worked so well for guaranteeing a certain extent of stability in Syria faces the risk of 

being distorted. 

First, tensions between Israel and Iran are rising as Iran amplifies its game in Syria. 

According to a report by Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (German Institute for 

International and Security Affairs), Iran has already adapted to the new situation on the 

ground and views Moscow’s preoccupation with Ukraine as an opportunity to increase its 

influence in the Arab Republic. Iranian proxies expanded their activities in the northeast 

of the country replacing Russian presence.
120

 Also, Tehran exploited the situation and 

expanded its foothold in southern Syria close to Israel.
121

 The Kremlin will be inclined to 

accept the growing assets of Iran in Syria as filling the power vacuum wit Iranian 

presence is preferable to that of Türkiye, a NATO member, or Israel, a close ally of the 

United States. Besides that, Iran is a valuable ally for the Kremlin in Ukraine and, given 

the tense geopolitical situation in which Russia finds itself, combined with a lack of 

alternative supporters, the importance of the Islamic Republic for Moscow is growing. 

In addition to that, Israel is worried about Russia’s military-technological support for 

Iran. According to a senior Israeli security official, the sale of advanced fighter jets is 

especially alarming as the new planes might determine “Israel's almost complete 

freedom of action in the skies of the region”.
122

 In January of 2023, Iranian 

parliamentarian Shahryar Heydari announced that Iran was to receive 24 Russian Sukhoi 

“SU-35” jets.
123

 According to Iranian media reports, in March 2023, the purchase was 

already finalized.
124

 The Islamic Republic’s Air Force consists of outdated aircraft and the 

purchase of “SU-35”s represents a significant leap in the capabilities of the Iranian 

military. Furthermore, the delivery of air defense systems and combat helicopters is 

being discussed.
125

 According to the Tasnim News Agency, a media outlet close to the 

Revolutionary Guards, there is also talk of a joint production contract for Russian 

helicopters (“Mi-28”, “Ka-52”).
126

 These developments may point to increased Iranian 

military potential and self-reliance: if Tehran is able to provide air support in the near 

future to its proxy militias in the region, this means reduced dependence on Russia in 

Syria. Co-production of helicopters also means that Iran could be able to service new 

potential shipments of Russian helicopters and produce spare parts on its own. The 

delivery of advanced anti-aircraft systems would also complicate potential Israeli attacks 

on pro-Iranian militias in Syria and Iraq and reduce the likelihood of a successful direct 

strike against Tehran. Likewise, Iran could equip its Shiite ally “Hezbollah” in Lebanon 

with new technologies, thereby increasing the pressure on Israel. There is also increased 
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cooperation with Russia in the field of intelligence. In August 2022, a Russian rocket 

successfully launched an Iranian satellite into orbit.
127

 This marked a breakthrough for 

the Islamic Republic. According to Tal  Inbar, a senior research fellow at the Missile 

Defense Advocacy Alliance, Iran is now able to monitor potential military targets across 

the Middle East and “will be able to collect much more accurate intelligence information 

for military operations of their forces as well as for the organizations they support”.
128

 

This progress in intelligence and reconnaissance could pose a challenge for Israel. 

Tehran also helps to fill gaps in Russian supplies and is attempting to become 

indispensable to the Kremlin in the conflict with Ukraine. As long as Moscow needs 

Iranian support, the cooperation between the two actors will continue to strengthen. Iran 

has the opportunity to use the Russian know-how, hardware, and technologies to 

upgrade its armed forces to a new level and reduce the asymmetry with its competitors, 

above all Israel. With Russia’s support, the Islamic Republic is able to strengthen its 

influence in the Gulf region, as well as sway the balance of power in the Middle East in 

its favor. For Israel, the military cooperation between Moscow and Tehran, resulting in 

more sophisticated Iranian capabilities, is a serious challenge. 

Second, tensions between Iran and Türkiye might increase. As outlined in the 

section “Iran–Türkiye”, a significant challenge to the relationship between Tehran and 

Ankara is a possible Turkish–Israeli bloc directed against Iran’s presence in Syria, 

combined with potential Türkiye’s interests that go beyond targeting the Kurdish militias, 

but also aim at establishing a permanent sphere of influence in the Arab Republic. This 

could threaten Iran’s presence in the center and the south of Syria and overlap with 

Iran’s sphere of influence.
129

 Worrying for Tehran is that the talks of a new Turkish 

military operation in Syria are happening simultaneously with a rapprochement between 

Türkiye and Israel.
130

 

Third, Ankara’s approach towards the Ukrainian conflict is calculated and careful as 

Türkiye is not interested in antagonizing Russia. As the conflict continues, pressure from 

the West towards Ankara in regards to NATO accessions, anti-Russia sanctions, and 

airspace increases. This negatively affects the partnership with Russia and might trigger 

counteractions from Moscow: instead of preserving the status-quo, the Kremlin might opt 

for a more assertive strategy by pressuring Türkiye in Syria. By leveraging proxies and 

government troops, Russia could coerce Ankara with a new offensive that would spark 

renewed refugee streams and thus threaten Turkish domestic political stability.
131

 

In sum, as Moscow lessens its military presence in the Arab Republic, it might no 

longer be willing to block Iran in Syria as long as the Russian bases in Tartus and 

Latakia are secured. Russia’s decoupling from the West also catalyzed unprecedented 

cooperation between Moscow and Tehran in the field of military technology. In parallel to 

this growing cooperation, the Islamic Republic expands its assets in Syria. This leads to 

an exacerbation of tensions between Tel-Aviv and Tehran. Israel may follow a “now or 

never” line and feel forced to launch a preemptive strike. Furthermore, relations between 

Türkiye and Iran, on the one hand, and between Türkiye and Russia, on the other, are 

impacted by the fighting going on in Ukraine. To what extent the Ukrainian conflict will 

affect the situation in Syria will be determined by its duration and intensity, variables that 

will impact Russian ability to project its military power abroad. 

 

V. Conclusion 

 

The hot phase of the war in Syria is over. President Assad with the help of his allies 

has reconquered much of the lost territory. The three main external powers, Russia, 
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Türkiye, and Iran are working together in the Astana forum and have been successful in 

fending off significant escalation that could undermine their balance of interests.  

Russia and Iran are cooperating closely, but there is no lack of diverging interests. 

However, mutual dependence would not allow antagonistic interests to sabotage the 

relationship. Their common ground in the struggle against the West and the interest to 

preserve a friendly government in Syria remains as solid as ever. 

Russia and Türkiye stand on different sides, but are on the same page. They follow 

a strategy of compartmentalization and attempt to prevent divergent interests in Syria to 

negatively affect other spheres of their relationship. They need each other to 

counterbalance Iran and their vital interests in the Syrian Arab Republic are not mutually 

exclusive.  

The risk of a clash is the highest between Iran and Türkiye. If Ankara has more 

ambitious objectives that are not confined to weakening the Kurdish threat, but are aimed 

at a greater sphere of influence overlapping with strategically important logistic routes for 

Iran, a conflict could erupt. Moreover, Tehran fears the prospect of an Israeli–Turkish 

bloc aimed against it. Especially as Russia is decreases its presence in the country and 

a power vacuum emerges, the competition between two main regional powers could 

accelerate. Still, the Astana powers have so far managed to fend off potential clashes 

among them, because their vital interests are not antagonistic. Russia and Iran do not 

oppose Turkish actions against the Kurds in the north of Syria and Ankara’s primary goal 

is no longer a change of the Syrian government. 

A power outside of the Astana format, playing an increasingly assertive role in 

Syria, is Israel. The Israeli leadership is not ready to accept a growing Iranian presence 

in the neighboring country and is expanding their attacks on Iranian assets in Syria. 

As for motivations, for Russia and Iran, external geopolitics were decisive to 

intervene. Türkiye conducted its military campaigns, largely driven by its domestic 

political situation, including a perceived threat to its domestic security from the Kurdish 

foothold in northern Syria. Russia primarily got involved by instrumentalizing Syria for 

broader foreign policy aims, such as stopping the Western initiated regime change as 

well as getting back a seat at the table on other international political issues. Iran reacted 

to secure its linkage with Lebanon and the Mediterranean Sea as well as to avert a loss 

of influence in its immediate neighborhood.  

The United States in fact facilitated the formation of the trio by choosing to back 

Türkiye’s existential threat. It was not common interests, but Washington’s policies that 

pushed Türkiye to approach Russia as a partner in the Syrian theatre.  

As the conflict in Ukraine drags on and Iran and Türkiye play significant roles, the 

cards of the three are reshuffled in the Syria theatre. The longer the Russia–Ukraine 

dispute lasts and the more Russia is consumed by it, the more it will affect the balance in 

the triangular relations. 

The actions and interests of the three powers and Israel can be explained by the 

theory of structural realism. Türkiye’s policy was primarily motivated by security 

considerations. Ankara tried to prevent a growing Kurdish threat on its border to Syria. 

Tehran intervened and supported the Assad government in an attempt to secure its 

regional ally, create tactical depth, and increase its leverage against the United States 

and Israel. Hence, Iran’s actions were primarily guided by power and security 

considerations. Moscow also intervened into the civil war due to power considerations. 

Russia’s operation was aimed at protecting its foothold in Syria, preventing further 

expansion of the U.S. influence, and gaining a “seat at the table” on other international 

matters. Last but not least, Israel is acting out of security concerns apprehending a 

comparatively more powerful Iran entrenched at its doorsteps. 



102 

More broadly, the Astana process symbolizes the move away from the U.S.-

centrism in regional conflict management. It was the regional powers plus Russia that 

were essential in shaping the situation on the ground while Western powers were simply 

left out of the equation. Also, the triangular relations within the Astana framework are 

characterized by equality. All of the parties are playing on par in Syria, as the Astana 

framework works only if all three of them are involved. As they need each other, they 

have to keep the balance between them and work in a mutually acceptable direction, 

despite partially antagonistic interests. 
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