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András Rácz                                  Russian Arms Exports to Syria

In the context of the Syrian conflict the case of the cargo ship named Alaed, turned back 
by the British authorities, has attracted significant international attention. The Alaed was 
supposed to carry Russian-made helicopters to Syria. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
and the western media have strongly criticised Russia for its providing the Syrian regime 
with arms thus contributing to the use of force against the civilian population.

The Place of Syria in ruSSian armS exPorTS

The 2011 data in the most recent issue of The Military Balance show that the heavy 
armaments of the Syrian armed forces consist almost exclusively of Russian- and 
ex-Soviet-made military hardware. Besides the land forces, which have close to 

4,500 main battle tanks and more than 4,000 armoured vehicles of Russian origin, the 
artillery and the air force are also equipped with Soviet/Russian weapons only, if the few 
Czechoslovak-made trainers and German light helicopters are excepted.

At the moment Syria is one of the most important markets for the Russian Federation’s 
arms exports. Even if only public data are considered – which can be accessed at the SIPRI 
Arms Transfer Database – in the past ten years Moscow has sold, among others, two 
dozens of MiG-29 fighter jets, 36 Yak-130 multipurpose (trainer – light attack) airplanes, 
3,000 anti-tank missiles, more than 700 air defence missiles, numerous anti-ship and air-
to-air missiles and other equipments to Damascus. Part of these supply contracts have 
been realised, others are still in progress.

The Syrian government has started to purchase air defence equipment on a big scale 
following 2007, when the Israeli air force bombed the suspected nuclear research site at 
Deir-al-Zorr. On the basis of the weapons supplied to Syria, it is estimated that Syria by 
now has built up an extraordinarily strong air defence.

Besides the sale of weapons systems, the contracts – concluded with Russia – on 
the modernisation of older weapons should also be taken into account. These cover 
mostly the air defence equipment and combat helicopters of the Syrian armed forces. The 
consignment of helicopters turned back included such modernised equipment: Russia 
refurbished an unspecified number of old Mi-25D helicopters (which were the export 
version of the Mi-24 produced following 1973). There were three such helicopters on 
board of the Alaed.

Nevertheless, on 27 June a military diplomatic source that wished to remain unknown 
said to the Russian daily Vedomosti that the uphold cargo could easily be transported 
to Syria via air, since – as he emphasised – Russia considers it a priority to fulfil its 
contracted arms transport obligations under any circumstances. Formerly, Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov announced that Moscow never supplies weapons which could be 
used against “peaceful demonstrators”. However, since Syria has been in a state of civil 
war for over a year now, it would be difficult to argue that the opposition consisted of 
“peaceful demonstrators”. Therefore, Lavrov’s statement is irrelevant.
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inTereSTS and moTiveS

The motives behind the Russian statements that disregard the international outcry 
over the Alaed case are worth a closer examination. The most direct context is 
provided by the contracts with Syria presently in effect, i.e. the still not trans-

ported and still not paid Russian arms exports and modernisation contracts, of a value of 
approximately 3-5 billion USD. In case of non-fulfilment of these, Moscow will suffer a 
significant loss.

The wider context is provided by the Arab Spring, and especially the Libyan transition 
which caused a loss of several billion USD worth of contracts (estimates go as high as 8-9 
billion USD). These are supplemented by the commitments by Russia to the West not to 
sell Iran the modern S-300 air defence missile systems, which could significantly increase 
the self-defence capability of the Islamic Republic. Although this commitment has pro-
vided Moscow with some political capital, it has resulted in obvious financial losses.

It should be noted that in order to make up for lost Middle Eastern markets Moscow 
is pushing towards the Latin American and Sub-Saharan arms markets vigorously. To 
achieve that, however, Russia should be able to convince its potential partners that it is 
able to meet the conditions included in the arms sales contracts under any circumstances. 
From the Russian perspective, therefore, the Alaed scandal is not about Syria only.

According to the most recent news, Russia is ready to take the same step in the 
Syrian case it took with regard to Iran, i.e. it would not sell S-300 air defence missiles to 
Damascus. It is an open question if this readiness has political causes (if it is related to 
Putin’s visit to Israel or is a gesture to Turkey) or Damascus has simply no money to buy 
these equipments.

It cannot be expected, therefore, that Russia would meaningfully decrease or even stop 
its arms transfers to Syria, due to – besides the already enlisted business considerations 
– political motives. Moscow attributed a huge political risk to the NATO intervention in 
Libya: in the Russian arguments NATO abused the UN authorisation when it overthrew 
the government of a sovereign country.

An eventual western intervention in Syria and the following regime change would 
result in Russia losing not only its last ally and business partner in the region, but most 
certainly the naval base in Tartous, which is Moscow’s only military base outside the 
territory of the former Soviet Union. By contributing to the strengthening of the Syrian 
air force and air defence, Moscow is trying to decrease the threat of an eventual western 
intervention.

On the whole, for Russia the political costs of further supporting Syria are much lower 
than the political and financial losses that would certainly follow the fall of the Assad 
regime.


