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ANALYSIS

Force Without Formality: The Wagner Group and Russian State Power in 
Syria
Hafssa Kouskous (Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva)
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Abstract
This article examines how Russian private military companies, in particular the Wagner Group, functioned 
as a semi-official instrument of state power during Russia’s intervention in Syria. While formally private and 
operating in a legal gray area, this company was integrated into Russian military operations, enabling Mos-
cow to extend its operational reach while maintaining plausible deniability. Through operational integra-
tion, strategic risk management, and economic arrangements tied to resource extraction, PMCs like Wag-
ner allowed Russia to project force with reduced visibility and political cost, revealing a distinctive model of 
contemporary intervention that blurs the boundaries between state and non-state actors.

Dating back to the Cold War, Syria had been one of 
the most reliable Russian allies in the Middle East. 

In turn, during the Syrian civil war, Russia became the 
Syrian government’s most important ally, providing the 
regime with diplomatic cover and military support. By 
mid-2015, the Syrian Arab Army was suffering from 
a manpower shortage and battlefield losses that posed 
a threat to the regime. This prompted Russia to inter-
vene militarily in Syria that September to prevent the 
collapse of a strategic ally and preserve Moscow’s mil-
itary presence on the Mediterranean—a key turning 
point in the conflict.

While the Russian air campaign and the deploy-
ments of Syrian and Iranian forces have received atten-
tion, less is known about the deployments of Russian pri-
vate military companies (PMCs) like the Wagner Group. 
Although formally private and operating outside Rus-
sian legal frameworks, PMCs are often highly integrated 
with Russian military operations globally, working on 
the ground to engage opposition forces either directly 
or in support of the regime’s military. Russia’s reliance 
on PMCs such as Wagner has blurred the distinction 
between state and non-state actors, raising questions as 
to the attribution of, accountability for, and responsi-
bility for violence and military operations—challenges 
that Western states employing PMCs have likewise faced 
(Shah 2014).

The deployment of Russian PMCs in Syria exempli-
fied what Karagiannis (2021) terms surrogate warfare—
states using non-regular forces to pursue objectives while 
minimizing visibility and political costs. Syria served 
as a testing ground for integrating PMCs with conven-
tional forces, allowing Moscow to project power while 
maintaining operational flexibility and plausible deni-
ability in a permissive environment where the Bashar 
al-Assad regime welcomed Russian involvement, inter-

national constraints on operations were limited, and 
information about casualties and attribution could be 
easily controlled.

In this context, this article explores the way in which 
Russian private military companies served as semi-offi-
cial instruments of Russian state power in the Syrian 
conflict. It focuses specifically on the Wagner Group, 
the most prominent Russian PMC deployed in Syria 
between 2015 and 2018. Wagner emerged in 2014 under 
the operational command of Dmitry Utkin, a former 
military intelligence (GRU) lieutenant colonel, with 
funding provided by oligarch Yevgeny Prigozhin; the 
organization recruited heavily among veterans of Rus-
sian special forces and airborne units (Marten 2019; 
Sukhankin 2019).

While Wagner’s relationship with the Russian state 
evolved significantly after Russia’s 2022 invasion of 
Ukraine, this analysis examines its earlier Syrian opera-
tions. Wagner operated with its own command structure, 
personnel, and equipment while coordinating closely 
with Russian strategic objectives. Serving alongside reg-
ular forces, Wagner enabled Moscow to support the 
Assad regime militarily without the visibility and cost of 
expanded formal deployment, particularly in high-risk 
contexts where the deployment of regular forces would 
have incurred unacceptable political or diplomatic costs.

From “Private” to Semi-State Force: Legal 
Framework
The legal ambiguity surrounding Russian PMCs is inten-
tional. Officially registered as private companies, they 
fall outside formal Russian law and other legal frame-
works, yet their connections to the Russian government 
and security institutions are extensive and systemic. This 
ambiguity is a deliberate governance strategy (Østensen 
and Bukkvoll 2018), preserving operational flexibility 
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while avoiding the legal and political implications of 
deploying regular military forces.

Marten (2019) views Wagner and similar entities not 
as private actors but as “semi-state security forces”: organ-
izations formally outside the state yet bound to it through 
durable institutional ties. Wagner’s internal organization, 
its recruitment patterns, and its access to state resources 
point to close coordination—if not outright integra-
tion—with elements of Russian military intelligence and 
the security apparatus, as Russian investigative journal-
ists and analysts had long documented. In June 2023, 
following the Wagner mutiny, President Vladimir Putin 
publicly confirmed the extent of state funding, reveal-
ing that between May 2022 and May 2023 alone, Russia 
paid Wagner 86.2 billion rubles (approximately $1 bil-
lion) (TASS 2023). While the precise funding arrange-
ments during Russia’s intervention in Syria (2015–2018) 
remain less transparent, Wagner’s operational depend-
ence on Russian state logistics and support—detailed 
below—points to substantial state involvement.

PMCs’ semi-state status allowed the Kremlin to 
enjoy the benefits of PMC activity without taking much 
responsibility for their actions or losses. Since Russian 
law does not regulate private military companies, the 
state could disavow PMCs and avoid legal or diplomatic 
repercussions for acts committed by the companies while 
still retaining control over their end goals (Østensen 
and Bukkvoll 2018). This legal ambiguity also helped 
to distance the state from potential human rights vio-
lations—a pattern not unique to Russia, as Western 
states have similarly employed PMCs to create plausible 
deniability and “dodge responsibility for war crimes” 
(Al Jazeera 2023). While the Montreux Document of 
2008 on Private Military and Security Companies estab-
lished international good practices, emphasizing that 
PMCs remain bound by international humanitarian law 
regardless of their legal status, Russia’s refusal to legalize 
PMCs domestically while deploying them abroad com-
plicates accountability. This was particularly important 
in the complex Syrian theatre, where an incident’s attri-
bution and escalation with third parties could have far-
reaching effects.

Operational Integration in the Syrian 
Conflict
Wagner personnel were deployed from the start of Rus-
sia’s intervention in Syria in September 2015, serving 
alongside Russian military and Syrian regime troops. 
This integration was particularly visible in offensives to 
retake or secure strategically vital territory, where Wag-
ner coordinated closely with Russian air power and Syr-
ian ground forces (Sukhankin 2019).

Throughout the campaign in Syria, Wagner units 
engaged in ground combat, provided intelligence, and 

secured areas previously recaptured by the Syrian Arab 
Army, most notably during operations to retake Pal-
myra—a strategically important ancient city in central 
Syria that changed hands between regime and Islamic 
State (IS) forces multiple times—and later offensives 
in eastern Syria. Wagner’s integration with the Syrian 
armed forces’ operations is apparent from the statements 
of former commander Marat Gabidullin (Bouzo 2023). 
Wagner forces were the first on the front line in the first 
battle for Palmyra in early 2016, followed by ordinary 
Russian troops; the Syrian forces arrived only when jour-
nalists’ cameras were present (Bouzo 2023). The combi-
nation of Russian airpower and the ground capabilities of 
this PMC enabled Moscow to sustain an offensive oper-
ation without a major deployment of its regular army.

Military coordination underlined Wagner’s semi-
state character. Wagner personnel were flown to Syria 
on Russian military aircraft; others were transported 
on chartered flights operated by Cham Wings Airlines, 
a private Syrian carrier, out of Rostov-on-Don Airport. 
Between January 2017 and March 2018, Reuters doc-
umented 51 round trips (Sagdiev, Tsvetkova, and Vas-
ina 2018). Reinforcements and equipment were delivered 
via the so-called Syrian Express—the regular Russian 
naval supply route from the Black Sea ports, through 
the Bosporus, to Syria (Sliwa 2021). Wounded Wagner 
fighters were evacuated to Russian military hospitals at 
Khmeimim Air Base and in Russia—and indeed, there 
were reports that medical services in Syria were over-
whelmed with PMC personnel (Bouzo 2023). Equip-
ment and ammunition were provided by the Russian 
Ministry of Defense, and Russia awarded military 
medals to Wagner personnel. That level of state sup-
port can only mean that Wagner was no mere contrac-
tor, but a component of Russia’s military logistics system.

Wagner demonstrated surrogate warfare in practice 
(Karagiannis 2021), extending Russia’s operational reach 
while remaining formally outside the regular military 
chain of command. Syria thus served as a testing ground 
for integrating PMCs with conventional military oper-
ations across proxy, expeditionary, and urban warfare 
(Thomas 2020).

Strategic Utility: Managing Risk, 
Responsibility, and Visibility
Deploying Wagner in Syria appears to have been 
intended to reduce domestic political, legal, and repu-
tational costs through plausible deniability. By employ-
ing semi-state forces rather than regular military units, 
the Kremlin shaped the terms on which its presence in 
Syria was understood domestically and internationally 
(Østensen and Bukkvoll 2018).

Wagner was particularly useful for managing the 
political impact of casualties. During this period, Rus-
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sian political elites appeared especially sensitive to civil 
society outrage over casualties (Karagiannis 2021), par-
ticularly in conflicts not viewed as central to Russia’s 
core security interests. (The 2022 Ukraine invasion, with 
its far higher tolerance for losses, would later reveal the 
limits of this sensitivity in conflicts framed as existen-
tial.) In this context, PMCs enabled the government 
to conceal casualty information and lower the domes-
tic political cost of its actions. Documents obtained by 
Reuters revealed that at least 131 Russian civilians, the 
vast majority of whom were Wagner contractors, had 
died in Syria in the first nine months of 2017, while 
official Russian military casualties for the same period 
totaled only 16 (Bouzo 2023). The deaths of PMCs did 
not carry the same political weight as those of conscripts 
or contract servicemen, despite similar operational risks.

The Battle of Khasham in February 2018 demon-
strated the utility and expendability of Wagner from the 
Russian point of view. When a force of up to 500 Wag-
ner personnel and Syrian militia members attempted 
to take the Conoco gas plant from U.S.-backed Syrian 
Kurdish forces, U.S. military planners contacted Rus-
sian military liaisons through the deconfliction line. 
After Russian officials denied involvement in the attack, 
U.S. forces unleashed overwhelming firepower, includ-
ing F-22 fighters, Apache helicopters, AC-130 gunships, 
B-52 bombers, artillery, and drones (New York Times 
2018). In total, between 200 and 300 individuals were 
killed in the attack, most of them Wagner personnel. 
Despite evidence of Russian casualties, the Kremlin 
denied the incident; Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov 
stated that reports about casualties were “misinforma-
tion” (AeroTime 2023).

The incident has become a defining example of the 
PMC model, whereby a company can engage in high-
risk operations while the state maintains plausible deni-
ability in the event that things go wrong. However, the 
assault’s motivations remain contested. Retired Gen-
eral Joseph Votel, who was in charge of the U.S. Cen-
tral Command at the time, later stated that he believed 
the assault was “financially motivated” and that Wagner 
sought control of the oil field (Asia Times 2022). This 
interpretation aligns with reports that Prigozhin had 
recently secured contracts for 25 percent of oil and gas 
revenues from areas Wagner recaptured, with Khasham 
on the route to such energy-rich territory (Galeotti 2022). 
Whether state-directed or opportunistic, the incident 
nonetheless illustrates Wagner’s expendability within 
Russian strategic calculations.

Economic Arrangements as a Supporting 
Mechanism
While not the primary reason for deployment, the eco-
nomic arrangements linking Wagner to Syrian resource 

extraction reveal how semi-state actors operate within 
Russian military strategy. In short, political and mili-
tary objectives dictated the terms, rather than market 
rationale (Sukhankin 2019).

In exchange for providing security in territories cap-
tured from the Islamic State, Wagner-affiliated com-
panies acquired licenses for energy and mineral resources 
(Katz et al. 2020). Wagner-linked businesses, especially 
Evro Polis Ltd., were reportedly given contracts for 25 
percent of oil and gas revenues from fields they had cap-
tured and secured (Galeotti 2022). The most important 
asset governed by these contracts was the Shaer gas field; 
also significant were contracts for phosphate mines near 
Palmyra (Bouzo 2023). This approach allowed the Rus-
sian government to reduce its costs while giving Wag-
ner a financial incentive to stabilize the Syrian regime 
in those territories.

The failures of the economic model in practice, how-
ever, reveal its subservience to political imperatives. Wag-
ner-related firms may have received contracts to extract 
resources in Syria, but they earned little profit due to 
damage to infrastructure, continuing insecurity, inter-
national sanctions, and the regime’s opacity (Bouzo 
2023). Former Wagner personnel indicated that con-
tracts were established after the Russian Ministry of 
Defense reduced its support at the beginning of 2017, 
suggesting that some agreements were meant to par-
tially compensate for the loss in state funding (Sliwa 
2021). Yet economic arrangements could not replace 
direct state funding. Rather, the model operated within 
a dual-funding structure whereby the state maintained 
ultimate financial control while economic arrangements 
provided additional revenue streams and political cover. 
Contracts still required military presence, coordination 
with Russian military operations, and regime approval, 
meaning that they ultimately remained subject to politi-
cal rather than market logic. This underscores that Wag-
ner’s economic activities in Syria served strategic state 
interests, enabling Moscow to maintain a prolonged 
presence without visible budgetary costs, rather than 
representing genuine privatization or commercializa-
tion of military force.

The economic dimension also illuminates power 
dynamics between Russia and the Assad regime. Damas-
cus granted resource access not through transparent bid-
ding, but through political bargaining, leveraging Rus-
sia’s military dependence on the regime’s survival. These 
opaque security-for-access deals formed part of Syria’s 
wartime economy, where regime retention trumped 
institutional continuity and formal legal frameworks 
(Abboud 2017). Wagner’s economic role thus functioned 
as much as political leverage for Damascus as it did 
financial incentive for Moscow. The Assad regime used 
resource concessions to extract deeper Russian military 
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commitment while avoiding formal obligations, demon-
strating that even Wagner economic activities remained 
embedded within state-to-state negotiations rather than 
operating through independent market mechanisms.

Wagner fighters functioned simultaneously as mil-
itary enforcers and economic intermediaries in Syria’s 
contested energy and mineral sectors, operating as one 
element within the broader state-to-state economic rela-
tionships between Moscow and Damascus that encom-
passed major infrastructure, port, and industrial con-
tracts. This economic dimension reinforces Wagner’s 
characterization as a  semi-official instrument of Rus-
sian state power: limited profit potential, dependence 
on military operations, and subordination to political 
negotiations all demonstrate that Wagner’s economic 
arrangements served statecraft rather than autonomous 
private enterprise.

Conclusion
Wagner-backed military forces reinforced the Assad 

regime’s territorial control in Syria in the late 2010s. They 
also provided Moscow with an escalation option that 

avoided direct state visibility, responsibility, or political 
cost. Ultimately, the permissive operating environment 
enabled Moscow to experiment with its vision of hybrid 
warfare, combining airpower with local surrogates and 
semi-state proxies to facilitate decisive force projection 
without the institutional and political costs of deploy-
ing conventional forces.

The role of Russian PMCs in Syria reflects a shift 
from privatization to statecraft. Rather than replacing 
Russian state power, PMCs in Syria extended it, high-
lighting that the Russian approach to intervention is 
defined less by expanding formal state capacity than by 
exploiting controlled ambiguity and blurring the bound-
aries between state and non-state forces.

The model has implications for other environments 
where Russia seeks to exercise influence while manag-
ing risk, attribution, and political cost. Wagner’s sub-
sequent deployments—most prominently to Libya in 
support of Khalifa Haftar, but also across Africa and 
the Middle East—demonstrate the replicability of this 
semi-state proxy approach beyond the Syrian theatre 
(Marten 2019).

About the Author
Hafssa Kouskous is a PhD candidate in International History and Politics at the Graduate Institute of International 
and Development Studies in Geneva. Her research focuses on political violence, war-making, and the intersection of 
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ANALYSIS

Syria’s Pragmatic Recalibration of Relations with Russia After Assad
Bilal Salaymeh (Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva)

DOI: 10.3929/ethz-c-000798207

Abstract
This article examines Syria’s pragmatic recalibration of relations with Russia following the collapse of the 
Assad regime in December 2024.1 It traces how relations shifted rapidly from an unconditional alliance 
under Assad to managed and asymmetric engagement under the new Syrian leadership, with high-level dip-
lomatic and military exchanges having since advanced this pragmatic approach. The article highlights the 
structural constraints shaping Damascus’ room for maneuver, noting that Russia retains leverage due to its 
role at the UN Security Council, its continued military footprint in Syria (including Syria’s long-standing 
dependence on Russian military and technical support), inherited financial obligations, and ongoing Syr-
ian reliance on Russian supplies in key sectors. At the same time, it explores why Damascus may still find 
engagement with Moscow to have limited utility, particularly when it comes to managing security chal-
lenges and external pressures. The article concludes that Syria’s approach reflects a delicate balance between 
confrontation with Russia and renewed dependency, the sustainability of which strategy is constrained by 
domestic perceptions and unresolved power asymmetries.

1	 This analysis was written before the Israeli and U.S. attack on Iran on February 28, 2026, which may alter dynamics in the Middle East.

Syrian–Russian relations underwent rapid transforma-
tion and adaptation following the sudden collapse of 

the Assad regime in December 2024. As militant opposi-
tion groups, then led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), 
advanced toward Aleppo in late November 2024, Rus-
sia’s reaction differed markedly from the strategy it had 
pursued since its military intervention in September 
2015, which had relied on massive aerial bombardment 

and unwavering political and military support for the 
Assad regime. Rather than escalating militarily, Mos-
cow adopted a more cautious and pragmatic posture. 
As opposition forces continued their advance toward 
Damascus, Russia entered dynamic and pragmatic talks 
with HTS, which was poised to make up Syria’s new 
ruling elite. In the days preceding HTS’s takeover of 
Damascus on December 8, 2024, understandings were 

https://www.reuters.com/article/world/special-report-how-a-secret-russian-airlift-helps-syrias-assad-idUSKCN1HD18N/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/special-report-how-a-secret-russian-airlift-helps-syrias-assad-idUSKCN1HD18N/
https://tass.com/defense/1639345
https://tass.com/defense/1639345
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reached between the HTS leadership and Russian mil-
itary representatives. These understandings facilitated 
Assad’s departure to Moscow alongside key associates, 
enabled a relatively smooth transfer of control in the cap-
ital, and prevented clashes with Russian military bases 
and personnel stationed in Syria. At the same time, they 
laid the groundwork for subsequent discussions on reset-
ting bilateral relations and addressing a range of conten-
tious issues on both parties’ agendas.

According to statements by Syrian Foreign Min-
ister Asaad al-Shibani, Damascus maintained direct 
and continuous communication with Russian officials 
in the hours preceding the collapse of the Assad regime 
in December 2024 (Anadolu Agency 2024). These con-
tacts, which included a meeting with Russian repre-
sentatives shortly before Damascus fell, were aimed at 
briefing Moscow on rapidly shifting military realities 
and managing Russia’s position at a critical juncture. 
The episode underscores the centrality of Russia in Syr-
ian calculations, reflecting an early recognition by the 
emerging leadership that Moscow’s stance could deci-
sively shape both the immediate transfer of power and 
the contours of post-Assad engagement. These last-min-
ute talks illustrate the pragmatic logic that would come 
to define Damascus’ approach to Russia: seeking to 
neutralize potential risks while preserving channels for 
future coordination.

This pragmatic approach was subsequently advanced 
through a series of bilateral contacts and high-level visits 
between Damascus and Moscow. The process began with 
a telephone call between Syrian President Ahmad al-Sha-
raa and Russian President Vladimir Putin on February 
18, 2025, which represented an early effort to establish 
direct channels of communication. This was followed by 
a July 31, 2025, visit to Moscow by al-Shibani, heading 
a senior delegation that included the minister of defense 
and the head of intelligence (Euronews 2025). Russian 
officials reciprocated with visits to Damascus. In partic-
ular, a Russian delegation headed by Deputy Prime Min-
ister Alexander Novak visited Damascus on September 9, 
2025, further institutionalizing high-level coordination 
between the two sides (SANA 2025). The process was 
crowned by subsequent visits by al-Sharaa, who met 
Putin in Moscow on October 15, 2025 (The Guardian 
2025), and January 28, 2026 (Al Jazeera 2026). During 
his last visit to Moscow, reflecting on the improvements 
in bilateral relations, al-Sharaa stated: “I am very happy 
with this second visit, and I believe this is the 13th visit 
that has taken place between Russian and Syrian del-
egations since last year” (TRT Arabi 2026).

For both sides, the shift from mutual enmity to man-
aged engagement required a high degree of pragmatism. 
Yet this transition remains haunted by the ghosts of the 
past and complicated by both the public perception of 

Russia among supporters of the Syrian government and 
the asymmetric relations between the two sides, which 
shape the parameters within which Damascus operates.

The next section focuses on the challenges in rela-
tions between Damascus and Moscow, highlighting the 
limitations of the relations from Damascus’ point of view 
and the reasons why it cannot antagonize Russia. The 
subsequent section explores Russia’s potential utility for 
Damascus. This is followed by a concluding summary.

Why Damascus Cannot Afford to 
Antagonize Russia
Damascus’ relationship with Moscow is fundamentally 
asymmetric. Russia remains a permanent member of 
the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), whose 
endorsement, or obstruction, is critical for Syria’s frag-
ile political transition. This is particularly significant 
given that HTS, both as an organization and through 
its leadership (including al-Sharaa himself and his close 
associate Minister of Interior Anas Khattab), had long 
been subject to UNSC sanctions, which were lifted only 
in November 2025 following a UNSC vote supported 
by Russia (Al Jazeera 2025). Moreover, Syria’s nascent 
leadership must manage the transition within the con-
straints of the existing international framework, includ-
ing UNSC Resolution 2254 (which sets out the param-
eters for a UN-facilitated political transition in Syria 
and, despite being largely outdated, continues to be the 
default reference point for UN engagement in Syria) and 
the still-mandated, albeit largely dysfunctional, Office of 
the UN Special Envoy for Syria. Damascus recognizes 
that Russia, as a permanent member of the UNSC, has 
a critical say in any discussions on the potential role of 
international community in supervising, managing, or 
evaluating the transition in Syria.

Beyond the diplomatic and political dimension, Rus-
sia’s continued military presence in Syria complicates 
Damascus’ attempt to establish territorial control and 
strategically reposition the country. Russia retains a mil-
itary presence at the military bases in Khmeimim and 
in Tartous, in the coastal region of Syria, even if Mos-
cow recently withdrew its forces from Qamishli airport 
in the far northeast of the country, as requested by the 
Syrian Government during al-Sharaa’s visit to Moscow 
in January 2026 (Asharq Al-Awsat 2026).

The coastal region, where most former regime sup-
porters reside, witnessed waves of violence and com-
munal killing in March 2025, during which hundreds 
of former regime supporters took refuge at the Khmei-
mim airbase. Similarly, hundreds of former top-rank-
ing officials and military officers fled to Russia follow-
ing the collapse of the Syrian regime, including Assad 
himself. The presence of these officers in Russia will 
remain a factor in bilateral political and security rela-
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tions between Russia and Syria: for one thing, Syrians 
continue to call on Russia to hand over Assad as part 
of a transitional justice process, and for another, these 
officers may constitute an organized security and polit-
ical concern for Damascus in the long run.

Moscow’s continued military footprint in Syria not 
only poses security issues, but may also constrain Syr-
ia’s room for maneuver as it seeks to redefine its foreign 
policy orientation and distance itself from the Russian 
orbit. The issue of Russian military bases is a critical 
one for the European Union: top diplomat Kaja Kallas 
stated in 2024 that “the bloc [would] raise the possibil-
ity of closing Russian bases in Syria with the country’s 
new leadership” (Politico Europe 2024). It is also a ques-
tion in U.S.-Syria relations, as the US wants Damascus 
to step further away from the Assad regime’s allies in 
Moscow and Tehran.

This constraint is reinforced by decades of Syrian 
dependency on Russian armaments, training, and mil-
itary support. Such long-standing reliance casts a heavy 
shadow over deliberations on how to rebuild Syria’s mil-
itary capabilities after more than a decade of protracted 
internal conflict and an aggressive Israeli bombing cam-
paign that has nearly destroyed what remained of the 
Syrian state’s military capabilities (Syria Direct 2025). In 
this context, Moscow retains leverage over Damascus, 
which continues to depend on Russia to meet even such 
basic needs as spare parts and ammunition stockpiles.

In the civilian sphere, too, Syria still relies on Rus-
sia for technical support, including with printing its 
currency. In February 2025, the Syrian central bank 
received a batch of Syrian currency from Russia, where 
the banknotes were long printed under Assad (Reuters 
2025). This pattern persists in 2026, as the Russian state-
owned firm Goznak has been given the contract to print 
Syrian banknotes (Russia’s Pivot to Asia 2025).

Syria’s external debt constitutes an additional struc-
tural constraint on the country’s post-Assad transition, 
reinforcing existing political and security asymmetries in 
its relations with key allies. According to available esti-
mates, Syria’s total external debt stands at roughly $30 
billion, though the precise figure remains uncertain due 
to opaque wartime financing and undocumented bilat-
eral arrangements. Within this broader debt portfolio, 
Russia’s share appears relatively limited: it is estimated 
at around $1 billion in formal loans, primarily linked to 
export-financing agreements concluded in the later years 
of the conflict. While modest in comparison to Syria’s 
obligations to other partners, particularly Iran, this debt 
nonetheless carries political weight (Karamshaar n.d.a).

Why Damascus May Still Need Russia
While the new government in Damascus wants to escape 
Russia’s orbit, it does not want to be dragged into the 

anti-Russian camp; rather, it seeks to find a more bal-
anced positioning. To this end, Damascus is experiment-
ing with balancing between Washington and Moscow in 
much the same subtle way that it does between Ankara 
and Riyadh. Notably, al-Sharaa deliberately made his 
first official visit to Riyadh immediately after visiting 
Ankara in February 2025.

For Damascus, maintaining relations with Russia 
is instrumental as a  long-term counterbalance to its 
engagement with the United States. Especially as U.S. 
policy under President Trump appears to be closely 
engaging Damascus and advancing Syrian relations 
with the United States, Damascus needs to establish 
and develop parallel relations with Moscow. The success 
of this experiment is not, of course, guaranteed, particu-
larly given the fragility of the transition in Syria and the 
limited resources in its hands. However, in the longer 
term, Syria may attempt to follow a similar approach 
to balancing between the United States and Russia as 
that pursued by Ankara.

Interestingly, Turkey played an  important role in 
advancing the relations between the new authorities in 
Damascus and Moscow. Although Moscow tried unsuc-
cessfully to push Assad to normalize relations with Tur-
key, Russia also coordinated closely with Ankara imme-
diately after the fall of the Assad regime (Anadolu Agency 
2024). At that time, Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan 
Fidan lauded Russia’s “very rational decision [to cut] its 
support for Assad” (Reuters 2025).

For Damascus, Russia has the potential to help by 
mitigating and deterring aggressive Israeli actions in the 
south of Syria. While Damascus is, under American aus-
pices, negotiating directly with Israel, it may need a Rus-
sian presence in the south of Syria to manage the con-
flict and establish a set of rules. The presence of Russian 
forces in the south of Syria may alleviate Israeli secu-
rity concerns and serve as an alternative to Tel Aviv’s 
demands for a demilitarization zone up to Damascus.

This potential arrangement recalls Russian engage-
ment in the south of Syria after 2018. At the time, Rus-
sia, Israel, and the United States had agreed that a Rus-
sian presence would constrain Iranian forces south of 
Damascus. Accordingly, Moscow set up several military 
observation posts along the armistice line in the Golan 
Heights (Geneva Centre for Security Policy 2020). How-
ever, a return to such a scenario hinges on the willingness 
of the Russian side to handle and contain Israeli forces 
that have become far more aggressive in the Middle East 
since October 2023.

Similarly, Damascus might seek to use the Russian 
military presence in Syria to manage the process of estab-
lishing territorial control. However, it is important to 
highlight here that the need for—and added value of—
Russian assistance with these tasks will decline as the cen-
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tral government in Damascus consolidates its control over 
Syrian territory and manages to pacify local challengers.

Economically speaking, Syria still depends on Rus-
sian wheat imports (Asharq Al-Awsat 2024). In October 
2025, Russia also resumed deliveries of oil and gas con-
densate to Syria amid an acute energy shortage in the 
country (Levant 24 2025). Meanwhile, the new author-
ities in Syria still need to negotiate with—and maybe 
accommodate—Moscow over various economic and 
investment deals in different sectors, including energy 
and reconstruction, that were granted to Russia under 
Assad (Karamshaar n.d.b).

The Syrian public’s perception of Russia, however, 
remains an obstacle to sustained and bottom-up rap-
prochement between Damascus and Moscow. Accord-
ing to opinion polls conducted in February 2026, most 
Syrian respondents rejected the continued presence of 
Russian military bases outright (42% saying it is “not 
acceptable at all”), while a further 32% suggested that 
this would be acceptable only on certain terms; only 
a small minority (13%) regarded the Russian military 
presence as generally acceptable (Syria in Transition n.d.). 
These findings indicate that, more than fourteen months 
after the fall of the Assad regime, and despite reciprocal 
high-level diplomatic visits, many Syrians remain hos-
tile to the idea of a sustained Russian military presence.

Managing the perceptions of former HTS fighters 
and other armed groups integrated into the new Min-
istry of Defense likewise constitutes a challenge for sus-
tainable cooperation between Syria and Russia. Remark-
ably, however, the two sides have managed to exchange 
high-level military-to-military visits: a high-level Syr-
ian military delegation visited Moscow in October 2025 
(Syrian Observer 2025), followed by a reciprocal visit by 
a Russian military delegation to Damascus in February 
2026 (Al-Araby Al-Jadeed 2026). The visits suggested 

that the two sides are keen to establish the foundation for 
military cooperation, including renegotiating the status 
of the Russian military bases in Khmeimim and Tartus.

Conclusion
Syrian–Russian relations have undergone a rapid recal-
ibration since the collapse of the Assad regime in 
December 2024, shifting from unconditional alliance to 
pragmatic, asymmetric engagement. As opposition forces 
advanced on Damascus, Moscow and the HTS leader-
ship, which became the Syrian ruling elite, opted for 
a pragmatic approach that resulted in a relatively blood-
less transition in Damascus and allowed for Russian mil-
itary bases in Syria to remain. This approach of coopera-
tion with Moscow was subsequently advanced through 
reciprocal high-level contacts and visits between Syrian 
and Russian officials throughout 2025 and early 2026.

Yet the relationship remains structurally imbalanced: 
Russia’s role as a permanent UNSC member, its con-
tinued military presence in strategically sensitive loca-
tions, decades of Syrian dependence on Russian arms 
and technical support, outstanding financial obligations, 
and reliance on Russian supplies and services all con-
strain Damascus’s room for maneuver. At the same time, 
the new Syrian leadership seeks to avoid both confron-
tation with Moscow and entrapment in its orbit, experi-
menting instead with a fragile balancing strategy that 
parallels its outreach to Western and regional actors. Yet 
while Russia still has some potential utility for Damas-
cus when it comes to managing security challenges and 
mitigating external pressures, particularly from Israel, 
Syrian public opinion remains deeply skeptical of a sus-
tained Russian military footprint in Syria. This skepti-
cism, reaffirmed by Assad’s continued presence in Mos-
cow, may limit political and societal rapprochement 
between Syria and Russia in the long term.
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Abstract
The article analyzes Russia’s shifting policy in Syria following the fall of the Bashar al-Assad regime. It stresses 
that the Kremlin was able to adapt quickly and establish relations with the new government of Ahmed al-
Sharaa. This pragmatic policy has allowed Russia to maintain, for now, its military bases in Syria. In the 
long term, however, it is unlikely to allow Russia to wield considerable influence there. Indeed, the new part-
nership between Moscow and Damascus appears to be built merely on a temporary alignment of interests.

1	 Formerly known as Abu Mohammad al-Julani.
2	 Formerly the al-Qaeda-affiliated Al-Nusra Front (2012–17).

Until Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, 
the intervention in Syria in September 2015 was 

Russia’s largest military engagement since the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. It was also the first outside the former 
Soviet Union since the Soviet-Afghan War, the pitiful 
end of which traumatized Soviet (and, later, Russian) 
society. Strikingly, Russian President Vladimir Putin 
embarked on military action in Syria despite official 
rhetoric having long minimized the stakes for Russia 
there. Suddenly, Putin argued, Syria’s messy civil war 
had become an existential issue for the Russian state: 
the Russian military had to fight radical Islamists there 
before they could threaten Russia’s North Caucasus (Kli-
mentov 2025a). Yet at the start of the Syrian interven-
tion, even pro-Kremlin observers cautioned about the 
risk of Russia ending up in a military quagmire.

Russia’s intervention was not motivated solely by 
the need to counter the thousands of radical Islamist 
fighters who had traveled to the Middle East from the 
former Soviet Union (Soufan Group 2015). It enabled 
Moscow to protect its military presence in Syria, chiefly 
its naval facility in the city of Tartus on the Mediterra-
nean Sea and the newly built Khmeimim Air Base near 
the city of Lattakia. It helped Russia project its influence 
in the Middle East and North Africa, as well as regain 
international standing and relevance it had lost follow-
ing the imposition of Western sanctions after its annex-
ation of Crimea in 2014.

The intervention backed the struggling regime of 
autocratic leader Bashar al-Assad, which was on the 
brink of collapse in summer 2015 under the dual pres-
sures of Islamist and opposition forces in North and 
South Syria, on the one hand, and the rising Islamic 
State in the North and East, on the other hand. Russia 
extended support to the Assad regime due to a shared 
opposition to Syria’s (radical) Islamist and democratic 
forces pushing for regime change. For Moscow, that 

anti-Islamism, in particular, built on years of battling 
domestic and foreign Islamist forces in the North Cau-
casus (where conflicts also had other motivations) and 
in Afghanistan (Klimentov 2020). Russia had played on 
that anti-Islamist narrative to build convergences with 
the West since the 1990s, including during the Taliban’s 
rise in Afghanistan. In short, the anti-Islamist drive was 
a rare immutable factor in Russian foreign policy.

Yet like other foundations of Russian foreign policy, 
including opposition to territorial separatism, opposition 
to Islamism was undone by Russia’s ill-fated invasion 
of Ukraine. In a context where Russian ability to wield 
influence abroad diminished, Moscow had to turn its 
foreign policy in a more pragmatic direction that “[rec-
ognized] realities on the ground,” as Russian officials 
have often argued (Smagin 2024).

Syria hence became a prime example of the de-ide-
ologization of Russian foreign policy. After years of 
opposing regime change and fighting Islamism—seen 
as threats to the Russian state—Moscow embraced the 
Syrian Islamists in the hope of maintaining its influence 
and military presence in Syria. The shift in foreign policy 
resulted, in part, from the ongoing war in Ukraine, 
which had constrained Russia’s resources and limited 
its room for maneuver. One-and-a-half years on, how-
ever, Moscow’s new policy cannot mask the decline of 
Russian influence and the contradictions in its relations 
with the Islamists controlling Damascus.

Assad’s Rapid Ouster and Russia’s New Friend
Russia’s muted reaction to Assad’s fall is worth recalling. 
Ironically, it paralleled the U.S. passivity in the face of 
the collapse of the Ashraf Ghani government in Afghan-
istan, over which Russian officials had gloated (Kli-
mentov 2025b). The collapse of Assad’s military follow-
ing an offensive by an Islamist coalition led by Ahmed 
al-Sharaa’s1 Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)2 took Mos-
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cow—which had fought against these same Islamists 
in Syria since 2015—by surprise. In Fall 2024, while 
Russia continued to provide military support to Assad, 
it could only do so much given the reality of a disinte-
grating Syrian army. Moreover, Russia had already cur-
tailed its own military presence in order to move forces 
to Ukraine—even if Russian officials initially denied 
that the contingent in Syria had been depleted (Kom-
mersant 2022). Hence, as HTS and other forces closed 
in on the embattled Assad regime, the Kremlin rapidly 
accepted that Assad was beyond saving.

On December 8, the day Damascus fell, Russian 
media switched to calling HTS “the opposition forces” 
instead of the previous, more pejorative labels of “ter-
rorist” and “Islamist” (TASS 2024a). The latter rhetor-
ical shift paralleled the Soviets’ shift from “bandits” to 

“the forces of the opposition” as they began negotiating 
with the Afghan Mujahideen at the end of the Soviet-
Afghan War (Klimentov 2024). In addition, Moscow 
removed the Assad regime’s flag from the Syrian embassy 
in Moscow, visually signaling its acceptance of the situ-
ation (TASS 2024b). In exchange, Russia secured secu-
rity guarantees for its forces, while al-Sharaa signaled 
his willingness to work with Russia on shared “strate-
gic interests” (Xinhua 2024). Meanwhile, the Kremlin 
organized for Assad and his family to depart the coun-
try for Moscow, where he has lived ever since, being 
careful to stay out of the spotlight.

The Russian U-turn on Syria caught many observers 
by surprise. How could Russia, after years of bombing 
the Syrian Islamists and being implicated in Assad’s 
war crimes, find common ground with al-Sharaa and 
embark on a working relationship that would enable 
Moscow not simply to exfiltrate its forces from Tar-
tus and Lattakia, but also to begin negotiations about 
maintaining its military bases in Syria? As the calendar 
turned to 2025, however, Russian talks with the Syrian 
leadership proliferated and, over time, Moscow seemed 
to achieve some of its goals with regard to military coop-
eration. In various ways, the Kremlin appeared to have 

“saved face” by preventing its Syrian policy from crum-
bling with Assad’s ouster (Suleymanov 2025). A visual 
demonstration of the reformatting of bilateral relations 
came in January 2026, when al-Sharaa met Putin in 
Moscow.

As under Assad, maintaining a presence in Syria 
remains crucial for Moscow, especially as its confron-
tation with the West over Ukraine escalates. Russia’s 
military and naval bases in Syria support its broader 
regional power projection and provide some leverage over 
Israel and Turkey, limiting their room for maneuver on 
Ukraine. Looking forward, a strong position in Syria 
may enable Russia to play a role in the resolution of the 
war between the United States and Iran or to counter 

international terrorist groups should they again rise in 
the Middle East.

Moreover, in a context where Russia remains largely 
cut off from the West, the Middle East represents a sig-
nificant venue for projecting influence and building 
diplomatic relations with regional powers, as well as 
a potential trade partner and a hub for energy flows. 
Some observers even see the entire Middle East as 
a priority region for Russia, right behind China (Sma-
gin 2024).

To date, advancing relations with the new Syrian 
leadership has not required Russia to give up Assad. 
Moscow has been able to play on the difficult geo-
political situation facing Syria: having transformed 
into a playground for great powers during the war, 
it cannot now afford to antagonize any of the major 
players, including Russia (Klimentov 2025b). Because 
al-Sharaa needs to balance the competing influences 
of the United States, Turkey, and Iran, all while deal-
ing with Israel’s infringement upon Syria’s sovereignty, 
it is advantageous for him to keep Russia involved in 
Syria. This is particularly true at present, as al-Sha-
raa continues to work to bring the entire country—
including Kurdish, Alawite, and Druze areas—under 
Damascus’ control.

Based on the last round of negotiations in Moscow, 
the Syrian leadership is interested in increased military 
cooperation with Russia—including the Russian pro-
vision of spare parts and additional weapons, as well as 
the continuation of the technical support for the Syr-
ian army that began under Assad—and Russian deliv-
ery of wheat and fuel to Damascus (Kommersant 2025a). 
Over the summer, Syria asked Russia’s Goznak to con-
tinue printing Syrian currency as it long did under Assad.

In addition, Damascus has apparently asked Rus-
sia to help bring about an end to Israeli attacks on Syr-
ian territory. To that end, Syria would like to see the 
deployment of Russian patrols in southern Syria. With 
Russians on the ground, Israeli forces would need to 
be more careful and discriminatory in their strikes on 
Syrian territory. In exchange, Damascus has reportedly 
offered to let Russia to keep its military facilities in Syria, 
with the caveat that they be repurposed (whether in 
reality or merely nominally) as “civilian logistical hubs” 
(Kommersant 2025b).

When it comes to advancing negotiations with Mos-
cow, Damascus can rely on Syrians with ties with Rus-
sia. Al-Sharaa’s younger brother Maher has reportedly 
studied and worked as a gynecologist in the city of Voro-
nezh in southern Russia. He is also reportedly married 
to a Russian citizen (Kommersant 2025b). The younger 
al-Sharaa led the Syrian delegation to Moscow in late 
October 2025 that included Syria’s Minister of Defense, 
who met his Russian counterpart.
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Russia’s Weaknesses in Syria
While Russia’s post-Assad gambit seems so far to have 
paid off, Moscow’s long-term strategy in the Middle East 
remains unclear. After all, as evidenced by its inaction 
during Assad’s fall and limited support to Iran following 
the U.S.-Israeli attack on February 28, 2026, Moscow 
has clearly been grappling for several years with limited 
resources and therefore constrained capacity to influence 
events. With its resources mobilized in Ukraine, exist-
ing tensions with the West in Europe, and the risk of 
a confrontation between China and the West over Tai-
wan in which it may become embroiled, would renewed 
engagement in murky Syrian politics risk overstretching 
Russia? Might Moscow not be better served by recenter-
ing its activities on the post-Soviet space, with a view to 
counteracting its declining influence in Eastern Europe, 
Central Asia, and the South Caucasus?

The solidity of the Russia-Syrian relationship rep-
resents a first unknown. Relations between the Krem-
lin and the Assad family had been built over fifty years, 
dating back to the Cold War. Relations with al-Sharaa 
are much less established. In fact, there is little doubt 
that the Syrian Islamists dislike the Russians: they were, 
after all, the main backers of the reviled Assad regime. 
No one would be surprised, therefore, were al-Sharaa to 
turn against Russia the moment his regime was stable 
enough not to need Moscow’s support.

Already, it appears that the new leadership in Syria 
wants Moscow to pay to maintain its influence. Early 
on, al-Sharaa called on the Russians to provide compen-
sation and fix their “past mistakes” (Al Arabiya 2025). 
Damascus then imposed stricter controls on the Rus-
sian military. At the Tartus naval base Moscow used 
to control, Russia can now reportedly “only use a sin-
gle berth when the Syrians allow it.” Similarly, mili-
tary personnel on the Khmeimim base must reportedly 
inform the authorities in advance of leaving the base 
and move only with Syrian escorts (Gall 2025). In May 
2025, local fighters staged an attack on Khmeimim that 
left at least two Russians dead. While the Syrian leader-
ship declared that the attack was not sponsored by the 
authorities, it testified to the enduring hostility toward 
Russia among the former HTS.

Overall, the Russian presence in Syria is declining, 
with many Russian military facilities having been evac-
uated in 2025. Most recently, Moscow had to abandon 
the Qamishli airport, located in a Kurdish area of north-
eastern Syria where its troops had been stationed since 
2019 (Moscow Times 2026).

Another challenge for Russia in Syria has been the 
swiftness with which al-Sharaa has moved out of inter-
national isolation. As it did with the Taliban in Afghan-
istan, Moscow had wagered on gaining an advantage 
by being among the first to recognize the new author-

ities in Damascus. Yet as more countries did so, those 
gains diminished. Hence, al-Sharaa rapidly moved 
closer to the Gulf countries, making his first foreign 
visits to Saudi Arabia and, of course, longtime HTS 
backer Turkey. More preoccupying for Russia, al-Sha-
raa improved relations with the United States, meeting 
Donald J. Trump in Saudi Arabia in May, and Europe, 
after which Germany reopened an embassy in Damas-
cus. As a  result of the normalization, Europeans and 
Americans have removed sanctions from the new regime, 
preventing Russia and other countries from capitalizing 
on Syria’s isolation (Smagin 2025). Al-Sharaa’s attend-
ance of the United Nations General Assembly in Sep-
tember 2025 and visit to Washington to meet Trump 
in November further consolidated his status as a recog-
nized world leader.

The normalization of relations between Syria and 
the West is bad news for Moscow. The gradual lifting of 
sanctions on Syria may create an imbalance with Russia, 
which remains under sanctions following its invasion of 
Ukraine. Many Russian banks are disconnected from 
the SWIFT system, complicating payments, and the 
US may punish third countries for trading with Russia. 
These realities may incentivize Syria to trade with the 
West and its Middle Eastern partners instead of Rus-
sia—a country that has, in any case, little capacity to 
invest in Syria because its resources are oriented entirely 
toward the war in Ukraine.

Additional facts testify to the straining of Assad-era 
bilateral economic ties. Russian investments in devel-
oping the port in Tartus have been called into doubt, 
with Damascus reportedly replacing Russian firms with 
an Emirati one (Gall 2025). There are also signs that 
Damascus may not wish to honor all contracts made with 
Russia during the Assad era, including some for infra-
structure that has already been built, such as the water 
treatment plant in Lattakia (Smagin 2025). Likewise, 
although Damascus appears to be planning to continue 
printing its currency in Russia, it did explore options in 
Germany and the Arab Emirates (Reuters 2025)—and 
may only be planning to stick with Russia temporarily.

Ultimately, Russia’s continued shielding of Assad in 
Moscow is bound to return to the agenda. Al-Sharaa 
had requested the ousted leader’s extradition, noting in 
December 2025 that Syrians who had been victims of 
Assad deserved justice (Al-Jazeera 2026). The targeting 
of Assad’s supporters in Syria and attacks on his loyal-
ists in Lattakia and Tartus may likewise foment tensions 
between Damascus and Moscow. Ultimately, the issue 
of Russian reparations to Syria may be raised again by 
Damascus and, at the right time, serve to pressure Rus-
sia and downgrade relations.

Given these limitations, Russia has little room 
for maneuver in Syria. Having invested considerable 
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resources in securing its position there since 2015, Mos-
cow is now trying to salvage something on Damascus’ 
terms. While playing on pragmatism, Russia seems to 
forget that its opposition to Islamism was born out of 
domestic issues with Islamism and separatism in several 
of its Muslim regions since 1992: thousands of Islamists 
from the North Caucasus traveled to fight in the Middle 
East. Likewise, the Kremlin seems to believe that al-Sha-
raa and others may forget Russia’s role in fighting them 
for so many years. Yet the opposite seems more likely: 
their opposition to Russia will resume the moment they 
see the current tactical alliance as no longer worth it.

Conclusion
Reeling from the war in Ukraine, which has monop-
olized Russia’s resources and transformed its society, 
Moscow has decided that it has no choice but to sup-
port forces around the world that will allow it to gain 
an advantage against the West. In this sense, Syria is 
a  telling example of how Russian foreign policy has 
become transactional. That strategy is also clear in 
Afghanistan—where, after decades of backing anti-Tali-
ban forces, Russia deals now with the Taliban; in Arme-

nia—to whom Russia, a longstanding supporter of Yere-
van, did not provide military backup in its recent wars 
with Azerbaijan; and in Africa, where Russian support 
for autocratic regimes is entirely divorced from ideology.

Such an approach carries considerable risks for the 
Kremlin, as its new allies have no loyalty to Moscow. In 
that sense, it is worth stressing that the situation today 
is very different from the Cold War, when alliances 
made by the Soviet Union—whatever their shortcom-
ings—were rooted, at least in part, in shared ideology 
and could not be so easily undone. The Soviet-Afghan 
War is a case in point. Despite difficulties, Moscow sup-
ported the Afghan communists until the end in 1992. 
Even then, intelligence and military personnel—and 
former communists more broadly—resented President 
Boris Yeltsin for abandoning their erstwhile allies (Kli-
mentov 2024). Similar stories can be told about Soviet 
allies in Cuba, Vietnam, and the Middle East in the late 
Cold War, where relations had been built over decades. 
Today, in Syria as elsewhere, Russia’s position appears 
weaker, as it is building ties with groups with which it 
has only a temporary convergence of interests.
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