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Between Two Fires: Kremlin's Loss of
Leverage Exposed By Israel-Iran Conflict

Powerless to influence the conflict, Russia nonetheless hopes it will
be able to win Trump's favor.

By Pyotr Kozlov

June 20, 2025
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The Kremlin. Marina Lystseva / TASS

The Kremlin is struggling to respond to the Israel-Iran conflict after it failed to anticipate the
outbreak of hostilities, leaving it powerless to support a key ally, four sources in Russia’s
foreign policy establishment told The Moscow Times.

Though it maintains ties with both countries, the Kremlin, bogged down in its own war in
Ukraine, had not expected Israel to take such a bold and dangerous step — one that has raised
questions about the survival of Tehran’s ruling regime, the sources said.

Nor did it expect that U.S. President Donald Trump, who has branded himself a


https://www.themoscowtimes.com/author/pyotr-kozlov

“peacemaker,” would bow to pressure from Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu not
to intervene.

The Moscow Times spoke to individuals in the Russian government and close to the Kremlin
for this story. All of them spoke on condition of anonymity due to the sensitivity of the topic.

Israel launched a wave of air strikes on its arch-rival Iran’s infrastructure, including anti-
missile sites and nuclear production infrastructure, over Tehran’s alleged moves toward
building a nuclear weapon. The ensuing air war between the two countries, now entering its
second week, has killed hundreds of people, including senior members of Iran’s military
leadership and civilians.

“We believed in Trump’s unconventional behavior and his desire to preserve his image as a
peacemaker,” said a retired high-ranking Kremlin official familiar with Russia’s foreign
policy thinking. “We expected he might go for temporary arrangements that would allow Iran
to save face without a complete ban on uranium enrichment. And that he would try to prevent
an Israeli attack.”

A former Russian diplomat disagreed, criticizing what he saw as the Kremlin’s misreading of
the regional dynamic.

“Israel successively dismantled hostile forces in neighboring countries, then the regime in
Damascus fell and they [Israel] took the Golan Heights. It was clear Iran was next,” the former
diplomat said.

The Kremlin assessed that Iran was in a relatively stable position based on Trump’s apparent
openness to compromise and Tehran’s flexibility in recent negotiations on Iran’s nuclear
program, according to a government official familiar with internal discussions.

“[Iran was] willing to discuss not a halt, but a reduction in uranium enrichment,” the official
said.

Analysts from Russia’s Valdai Discussion Club, which is close to the Foreign Ministry, had
identified potential risks including Iran’s withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, followed by more sanctions.

But they regarded a direct Israeli military strike, let alone a regime change in Iran, as highly
unlikely, The Moscow Times understands.

“That scenario was assigned a very low probability,” a senior Valdai official said.

Instead, events unfolded in the most dramatic and damaging way possible for both Tehran
and Moscow.

“Our forecasts clearly didn’t pan out. Though the situation might still be stabilized,” the
retired Kremlin official added.

Although Russia would like to support its embattled ally, it lacks the leverage to act alone, two
sources close to the Kremlin’s foreign policy team and the Foreign Ministry said.



“We’ve made considerable diplomatic efforts to bring Israel and Iran back to the negotiating
table,” a Russian diplomat said. “But they’ve all failed.”

Muted response

Moscow has not issued urgent calls for negotiations in the week since Israel launched its
military operation against Iran.

Though Foreign Ministry released a statement critical of the offensive, it stopped short of
signaling that Russia would take any further action.

Most telling was President Vladimir Putin’s silence, mirroring his muted response during the
sudden ouster of Iran and Russia’s mutual ally Bashar al-Assad in Syria in December 2024.

Despite signing a strategic partnership agreement with Iran just two months ago, and despite
Tehran supplying drones to Russia during the invasion of Ukraine, Putin refrained from
commenting for several days.

This silence comes even as Moscow and Tehran have expanded their economic cooperation
through projects like the North-South Transport Corridor and Russia’s construction of a
nuclear power plant in Bushehr, with more projects in the pipeline.

Related article: Putin Wants to Mediate Between Israel and Iran. Is That Even Possible?

“If Russia had real tools to influence the situation, it would have acted decisively, as it did in
2015, when Russian airpower helped turn the tide of war in Syria and save Assad’s regime,”
one source noted.

But after three and a half years of war in Ukraine and a diminished standing in the Middle
East, the Kremlin has less tools at its disposal to achieve its goals in the region.

Even the recent strategic partnership agreement with Tehran contains no provisions for
military assistance if either side is attacked.

“There’s little reason to expect a show of muscle from Moscow in support of Iran,” Boris
Bondarev, a former diplomat at Russia’s mission to the UN in Geneva, told The Moscow
Times.

“Military aid, like transferring S-400 systems, would be extremely difficult. First, it’s unclear
how many such systems Russia has available, or whether they can be spared without
compromising its own air defense, which is already a growing concern,” said Bondarev.

“Second, there’s no guarantee they wouldn’t be intercepted or destroyed,” he said.
So, too, does Russia lack the diplomatic clout to act unilaterally.

When the Kremlin tried to offer itself up as a mediator between Washington and Israel, Trump
publicly rejected Putin’s offer, telling him to focus on ending the war in Ukraine first.

Moscow also has little sway over Israel, a retired senior Kremlin official said. Once-close ties
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have frayed in the wake of Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine and Israel’s military campaign in
Gaza following the Oct. 7, 2023, Hamas attacks.

“Relations haven’t been severed, but Israel sees our stance as hostile. Netanyahu no longer
listens to our president. Only Trump can influence him now,” the former official said.

A power in retreat?

Despite its passive response, the Kremlin is still trying to shape the outcome of the conflict.
For Moscow, the top priority is making sure the U.S. does not get directly involved.

At the same time, Moscow is treading carefully to avoid alienating Trump, hoping he will
continue turning a blind eye to Russia’s war in Ukraine.

One way Russia hopes to achieve this is by rallying support from major Global South players
like China, Brazil and India to call for a peaceful resolution to the nuclear issue, a government
official said.

“We’ll try to form a front of countries advocating for a peaceful solution. It’s essential to
persuade our Gulf partners to urge Washington toward restraint,” the official told The
Moscow Times.

Still, Russia faces a serious credibility gap, another diplomat acknowledged.

“It will be hard for us to lead this kind of coalition while we’re engaged in our own war,” the
diplomat said. “Any partner can rightly ask: You advocate peace and nonviolence, so why
can’t you resolve your own conflict in Ukraine diplomatically?”

Some in Moscow, however, believe the crisis could still serve Russia’s interests, particularly in
Ukraine.

“Together with Iran, Ukraine will suffer the most,” said Ruslan Pukhov, director of the
Moscow-based Center for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies. “A new war in the Middle
East will not only distract the world from the special military operation, but also likely trigger
a full U.S. pivot to aid Israel.”

But unless Moscow takes concrete steps to defend its ally, its image as a global power will take
a serious hit, both in the Middle East and worldwide, argued Nikolay Kozhanov, an expert at
Qatar University’s Gulf Studies Center.
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