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The relationship between Saudi
Arabia and the Russian Federation has
never been particularly warm. US-Saudi oil
market manipulations leading to the
devaluation of global oil markets in the
1980s reduced oil
undermined the economic stability of the

revenues and

already weakened Soviet Union. The Cold
War legacy of US-Saudi collusion and the
power of the Gulf state to impact OPEC
trading stood as an economic barrier to
Saudi-Russian relations. Further political
impediments to the relationship arose
through post-Cold War support by the
Russian Federation to Iran, Saudi-Arabia’s
regional adversary. Yet in recent years the
historically cool relations between the two
states have begun to thaw as a result of
increased economic and geopolitical
realignment. This change in relationship is
significant and impacts global energy
markets and the political stability of
conflict zones in the Middle East and
Eastern Europe.

To understand the rapprochement
of Saudi Arabia and the Russian Federation
it is important to first briefly examine the
complex US-Saudi relationship. The US
relationship with Saudi Arabia was born
largely out of realist policies and not a
kinship with political or human rights
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standards between the two states.?* Since
the inception of the US-Saudi relationship
there has been little mutual agreement on
anything other than global energy and
regional security concerns. Saudi Arabia
has been at the bottom or near the bottom
on nearly every major index on human and
political rights.? The relationship between
the two states fluctuated throughout the
Cold War as relations with Saudi Arabia,
despite its human and political rights
violations, came to form a critical
component of US policies of Soviet
containment. Prominent challenges arose
as a result of Saudi funding of the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) and other
organizations in the region that ran
counter to US interests.

Despite consternation over some
regional political issues, increased Saudi oil
profits, combined with Saudi opposition to
Soviet influence in the region resulted in an
initial round of arms sales in the 1970s that
continued despite domestic and foreign
opposition that continue to the present.?
The US used the sale of arms and political
engagements  with  the  Kingdom’s
leadership to secure Saudi support in
joining the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty in the 1980s. There is also some
evidence that Saudi-US efforts resulted in
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an increase in production that undermined
global oil prices to harm Soviet interests in
the mid-1980s. ¥ Building on broad
economic rot hastened the Soviet Union’s
collapse in the early 1990s. This combined
with the stationing of US forces in Saudi
Arabia during the First and Second Gulf
Wars built a working alliance between the
two states.

The US-Saudi alliance has suffered
since the killing of Washington Post
journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi
Embassy in Istanbul,?® Turkey on October 2,
2018, and the Saudi's increasingly brutal
use of US weapons in Yemen against both
Iranian backed Houthi rebels and Yemeni
civilians.? The use of US weapons against
Yemeni civilians has resulted in calls to halt
weapons sales to Saudi Arabia.* Although
calls to halt weapons sales appeared to
have gained traction, they have been
overridden by US President Biden in recent
weeks. 3! Further impeding the US-Saudi
relationship, President Biden has refused to
meet with Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman (MBS) the de facto ruler of the
country.*

The rise of MBS has been
accompanied by both rapid developments
in women's rights, ** social and economic
freedoms ** and political repression. ¥
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These developments and repressions are
the result of MBS's Saudi Arabia “Vision
2030" which seeks to change the state into
a modern economic and cultural
powerhouse. The vision has fostered a
complex dynamic between the US and
Saudi Arabia that has resulted in mixed
messages and mixed support. The result of
a changing US-Saudi dynamic is the
creation of a gap which other global
powers have sought to exploit in recent
years. Despite lingering controversies
surrounding Saudi oil controls and the role
of OPEC, the inclusion of the Russian
Federation into OPEC+ has created a more
powerful energy cartel able to exert
influence on global energy markets.

In the face of spiking energy
resource costs, the United States and
Canada found it profitable to ramp up
domestic oil production from new oil
sources including shale. To counter US and
Canadian energy developments, OPEC
increased oil production to reduce the
price of oil and undercut these new
production methods by flooding the global
market. The result was the bankruptcy of
107 oil and gas firms in 2020 and more than
500 since 2015. *®* The move was a
coordinated agreement by Russian and
Saudi on oil concerns. Despite agreements

2 Graeme Wood, “Absolute Power,” The Atlantic, March 3, 2022,
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/04/mohammed-bin-salman-saudi-arabia-
palace-interview/622822/.

3 Kate Kelly, “Progress for Saudi Women Is Uneven, Despite Cultural Changes and More Jobs,”
The New York Times, December 9, 2021,
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/09/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-women-mbs.html.

3 Yasmine Farouk and Nathan J Brown, “Saudi Arabia’s Religious Reforms Are Touching Nothing
but Changing Everything” (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, June
7, 2021), https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/saudi-arabia-s-religious-reforms-are-
touching-nothing-but-changing-everything-pub-84650.

3 Nabeel Nowairah, “Saudi Repression Strengthens Opposition Abroad,” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, January 13, 2021, https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/83608.

3 paul Takahashi, “Over 100 Oil and Gas Companies Went Bankrupt in 2020,” Houston Chronicle,
January 20, 2021, https://www.houstonchronicle.com/business/energy/article/More-than-100-oil-
and-gas-companies-filed-for-15884538.php.



to work together in OPEC+ Russia and Saudi
Arabia have experienced periods of
disagreements leading to price wars that
have had global boom and bust
ramifications within energy markets. ¥
Recently, however, the two parties have
been working in greater coordination
within the energy sector. This movement
poses substantial problems to European
and American energy markets still
recovering from the economic attacks
targeting shale oil and other forms of
crude production and supply chain
disruptions originating during the Covid-19
pandemic.

In addition to strengthening ties
over oil markets, Saudi Arabia and the
Russian Federation began deepening
military  cooperation.  The Russian
Federation began heavily courting MBS in
2017 but made little progress. The two
nations did, however, conclude some
contracts including the acquisition of TOS-
1A Solntsepek T-72 mounted Thermobaric
Multiple Launch Rocket Systems and a
variety of small arms. Other weapon
system acquisitions were proposed but the
completion of agreements for these is
unclear. ® However, considering recent
rebuffs of MBS by the Biden administration
and calls to slow or halt the sale of US
military equipment to the Kingdom, MBS
began the process of negotiating weapons
purchases and signed an agreement aimed
at fostering joint military cooperation
between the Russian Federation and Saudi
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Arabia. *® These acquisitions are small in
comparison to Saudi acquisitions of US
military hardware and are thought to be a
signal of displeasure of the current US
position toward MBS and the Kingdom.
How Washington interprets this signal will
likely impact the future relationship among
all three parties.

The relationship between the
Russian Federation and Saudi Arabia has
been deepening at a geopolitical inflexion
point. As the Russian Federation continues
its assault on Ukraine, global energy
markets are once again in turmoil. Calls by
the US to OPEC member states to increase
oil output to offset shocks to the energy
markets are going largely unheeded. As the
cost of oil goes up, the domestic economic
pressures on states sanctioning the Russian
Federation also increase. These pressures
have so far limited the scope and impact of
economic sanctions against the Russian
Federation and left it a valuable source of
revenue it is able to use to both support
domestic interests and its military
operations in Ukraine. The Russian - Saudi
relationship is still in its infancy. Putin and
MBS both engage in substantial political
oppression. And Saudi Arabia's war against
the Houthis in Yemen has damaged its
position in Western political circles and
sent it seeking out deeper ties with more
like-minded states including the Russian
Federation. Yet recent reporting seems to
suggest that the ties between the US and
Saudi Arabia are not irreparable.
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Saudi Arabia has valid security
concerns emanating out of Iranian backed
Houthi rebel groups launching rockets and
engaging in attacks against Saudi interests.
The US has valid concerns over ensuring
the protection of civilians, human rights
violations in and beyond Saudi Arabia and
limiting the spread of Iranian influence
within the region. By contrast consistent
Russian support of Iranian interests and its
competitive resources market challenge
OPEC and Saudi power. Just as the US and
Saudi Arabia have many conflicting
interests, so to do the Russians and Saudis.
Saudi Arabia supported rebel forces
against the Russian backed Assad regime in
Syria and Saudi Arabia has used its energy
resources to undermine Russian energy
markets on multiple occasions. Saudi
Arabia is likely to be concerned about the
recruitment of individuals and groups from
across the Middle East and North Africa to
fight on behalf of the Russian Federationin
Ukraine.*® Saudi Arabia has, in recent years,
undertaken a substantial effort to

% Gordon Lubold, Nancy A Youssef, and Alan Cullison, “Russia Recruiting Syrians for Urban
Combat in Ukraine, U.S. Officials Say,” The Wall Street Journal, March 6, 2022,

deradicalize elements of its population.*
Having individuals travel abroad and gain
experience in warzones runs counter to its
domestic and regional interests.

Understanding the history and the
present Russian-Saudi relationship is bigger
than two men. It is a complex story of
economics and politics and concerns not
only for regional issues in the Middle East
but wider geopolitical issues that impact
energy markets and, by extension, the cost
of goods and services globally. Neither MBS
nor Putin is democratic. And yet their
authoritarian natures are in many ways
diverging. While MBS is, at least
rhetorically, liberalizing his country, Putin is
doing the exact opposite. Where the two
leaders see room for cooperation is likely to
be the source of much frustration for the
US. Yet the relationship is not set in stone
and is still subject to substantial
intervention.
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