
Abstract 
In politics, conflicts emerge from a change in the balance of power and destruction of the status quo. The 
collapse of regimes in Ukraine and in the Middle East created low-pressure zones, drawing neighboring 
countries into the regional storm. Having found itself in a hurricane, Moscow made its choice. It could 
have lowered its sails and followed the wind, but it preferred to keep to its course even if it meant sailing 
against the wind. Moscow’s offensive had its achievements: Russia is holding the initiative and managing 
crises wisely for its own purposes. However, in recent months Russia missed at least two sensitive blows. 
The first was miscalculating the consequences of the public protests in Kyiv in late 2014; the second was 
underestimating the risk of a Turkish military provocation during Russia’s Syrian operation. However cau-
tious Moscow is in its foreign policy, blind spots trouble every experienced operator. Modern Russia is a 
status quo player focused predominantly on its nearest neighbors. Neither Russian security priorities nor 
its resources can compel Moscow to project power beyond one thousand kilometers from its borders. 
When Russia sees the security environment around it as certain and predictable, it feels no need for inter-
vention. But when uncertainty arises and a crisis occurs, Russia responds forcefully. Understanding how 
Russia prioritizes its security challenges and how it assesses the security situation on its borders is a start 
to clearing up much of the uncertainty in Eurasia today. This analysis focuses on critical situations that 
may develop this year into vital challenges to Russian interests, triggering a response from Moscow.
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A lot has been said recently about the un-
predictability of Russian foreign policy and 
uncertainty that emanates from it. In reality, 
Moscow’s interests are quite limited and fo-

cused on its near abroad. To understand how 
Russia prioritizes its security challenges and 
how it assesses the security situation on its bor-
ders takes us halfway to battling uncertainty in 
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Eurasia. This analysis focuses on critical situa-
tions that may develop this year into vital chal-
lenges to Russian interests and trigger 
Moscow’s response.

It has been two years since Russia found 
itself in the middle of a geopolitical tornado. 
Could it deliberately stay out of it? We believe 
not. In nature, wind emerges because of dif-
ferential pressures between regions. Similarly, 
in politics conflicts emerge with a change in 
balance of power and destruction of a status-
quo. Regime collapses in Ukraine and in the 
Middle East created a low-pressure zone that 
draws the neighboring countries into the re-
gional storm. Having found itself in a hurri-
cane spiral, Moscow made its choice. It could 
have lowered the sails and followed the winds, 
yet it preferred to keep to its course even 
though it meant sailing against the wind.

Moscow’s offensive has its accomplish-
ments – Russia is holding the initiative and 
managing crises wisely for its own purposes. 
However, in recent months Russia missed at 
least two sensitive blows. The first one was 
the miscalculation of the consequences of the 
public protests in Kyiv in winter 2014, the 
second was the misperception of risks of a 
military provocation from Turkey in the 
Russian Syrian operation. However cautious 
Moscow is in its foreign policy, blind spots 
[Sushentsov2015b] trouble every experienced 
operator.

In its worldview, Russia is a great power 
chauvinist and a hard power athlete. Modern 
Russia is a status quo player focused pre-
dominantly on its nearest neighborhood. 
Neither Russian security priorities, nor its 
resources can compel Moscow to project 
power beyond 1000 kilometers from its bor-
ders. The basics of Russian security strategy 
are simple: keep the neighboring belt stable, 
NATO weak, China close, and the US fo-
cused elsewhere. Russia supports and abides 
international rules, but only until a third 
party ruins the status quo and harms 
Moscow’s security interests. When Russia 
sees the security environment around it as 
certain and predictable it feels no need for 
intervention. But when uncertainty arises and 
a crisis unleashes, Russia responds forcefully. 

Logic of the multidimensional US war against 
Russia

How does Russia sees its place in the cur-
rent global competition? Rivalry between the 
two centers of world gravity – the US and 
China – in defining the rules of international 
order is the key process of the 21st century. 
And as the Atlantic bloc is gradually losing its 
weight the US has shifted from expanding to 
defending its positions. This American strategy 
may be tagged ‘new enclosure’, i.e. creating 
exclusive zones enclosed from rivals – first and 
foremost from China – with economic, poli-
tical and other kinds of barriers[Blackwill, 
Tellis 2015].

Moscow asses the US policy towards itself as 
a preventive attack carried out before Russia 
restores its historic place after the period of 
crisis. Clamped weak deep in the continent, 
Russia will not be a serious economic rival and 
will not be able to form an alternative center of 
power in Eurasia. Weakened Russia will be kept 
in fear of Chinese expansion and will be forced 
to become an American partner in Washington’s 
major project for the 21st cen tury – the con-
tainment of China. And as long as American 
elites aim for global leadership their strategy of 
weakening Russia has no alternatives. There is 
no use looking for conspiracy in this strategy – 
Russia simply happens to be in the way of US 
plans. It makes no difference to Washington 
whether Russian elites are pro- or anti-Ameri-
can – their position only affects the way the US 
achieves its goals [Shakleina 2011]. With Putin 
as Russian president Washington is saved the 
trouble of paying its opponent compliments, 
and can easily trip Moscow up.

The way American elites refuse to abandon 
the idea of global leadership, Moscow cannot 
afford to be weak. Russia has always been un-
der pressure of rival civilizations from the West 
and South, and the pressure is still growing. 
The goal of the current sanctions war is to ex-
haust and drain Russia, making it use up its 
limited resources, and to create a feeling of 
despair and inevitability of collapse among the 
public[Gilev 2014]. Being a weak country 
Russia chooses to escape direct strikes and 
distract the offender shifting the front line far 
from its territories.
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Russia’s first attempt to seize the initiative 
was the ‘Turn to the East’ and the Ufa BRICS 
Summit aimed at the mobilization of allies. 
However, it was only partly successful. The 
BRICS countries were not ready to sacrifice 
their relations with the US, and the ‘Turn’ 
could not bring fast results to influence the 
current balance of power.

The second and a more successful attempt 
was the Russian operation in Syria. Europe’s 
exhaustion from the Ukrainian crisis and the 
migrant crisis contributed to its effectiveness. 
But the main reason was the stalemate that the 
US policy found itself between the declared 
goal to overthrow Al-Assad and impossibility 
to allow a victory of ISIS. Trying to find a way 
out the US decided at least temporarily to ac-
cept Russia’s offer to change the game1. Yet, 
the general goal to make Moscow surrender 
never disappeared. And even though it is not a 
key short-term goal for the US, they will never 
resist the temptation to use emerging possibili-
ties to weaken Moscow.

The Syrian crisis and implications for Russia
From the Russian point of view, allowing 

ISIS to gain control over Syria and Iraq would 
mean a new influx of well-trained terrorists in 
the North Caucasus and Central Asia in five 
years. According to Russian data, out of 70 
thousand ISIS militants up to 5 thousand ei-
ther are Russians or come from CIS countries. 
Their return back home will tremendously in-
fluence the already fragile situation in the 
Russian Caucasus and Central Asian republics. 
In these circumstances, Moscow believes it is 
cheaper to fight Islamists in the Middle East 
than at home after they come back[Sushentsov 
2015a].

Russian strategy in Syria is advantageous for 
with minimal resources spent and low scale 
involvement Moscow achieves a lot. In order to 
get what it wants Russia only needs to disor-
ganize the terrorist infrastructure with no need 
for its complete destruction. Russia will pre-

serve the friendly regime in Damascus in this 
or that form, it will be able to strengthen its 
first major naval base in the Mediterranean and 
retain its leadership in offshore gas projects in 
Syria, Cyprus and Israel.

Russia will consolidate its posture in the 
Middle East as a country able to exercise expe-
ditionary military campaigns. The Syrian op-
eration is a display of Russian arms capabili-
ties, satellite communications and GLONASS 
navigation system –their high efficiency, ac-
curacy and reliability. Russia’s arms marketing 
in the Middle East is a clear evidence that 
Moscow preserves full sovereignty in the 21st 
century warfare.

Profits that Russia can get because of the 
Syrian campaign are great [Özertem 2015] – 
but so are the risks. Unintentionally, Russia 
started a confrontation with an important re-
gional power –Turkey. Ankara’s interest is to 
topple Bashar Al-Assad, and it is using the 
fight against ISIS to combat Kurdish armed 
groups in Syria. It is not the first time that re-
gional differences arise between Russia and 
Turkey, yet it has been a century since they 
used force against each other[Unver 2015]. 

In the worst case scenario Ankara and 
Moscow may now become first parties to a 
“revolution in military affairs” type war, where 
there is no frontline or thousands of victims, 
but damage is caused to space satellites, com-
munication systems, logistic hubs and Internet 
infrastructure.

However, the key risk for Russia is getting 
drawn into the regional Sunni-Shia confronta-
tion on the side of Iran2, which is opposed by a 
coalition of Sunni states led by Saudi Arabia. 
Taking into consideration the Sunni majority 
of Russian Muslims, Moscow should be espe-
cially cautious.

In this context Russia will find it hard to 
ensure itself the support of the Syrian Sunni 
that oppose ISIS. With its Chechen experi-
ence, Russia will aim to settle the Syrian con-
flict by enabling cooperation between the re-

1US, Russia Make Progress on Syria // Voice of America. 15.12.2015. URL: http://www.voanews.
com/content/kerry-in-moscow-to-discuss-syria-ukraine/3103363.html

2Goodenough P. Sunnis Rage Over Russian Backing for Shi’ite Foes // CNS News. 6.10.2015. URL: 
http://www.cnsnews.com/news/article/patrick-goodenough/sunnis-rage-over-russian-backing-
shiite-foes
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gime and leaders of Sunni communities who 
are ready to join the fight against terrorists. In 
case of success, they will be the ones to fill the 
power vacuum after ISIS defeat – similarly to 
what happened with the Kadyrovs in Chechnya.

International terrorism problem and Russian 
security

Regions where armed jihadi groups act are 
interconnected on the principle of communi-
cating vessels. The flow of militants from 
Palestine, Libya, Syria and Afghanistan to the 
Caucasus and Central Asia and back is an ur-
gent problem. Even if the coalitions that fight 
terrorists in Syria are successful, this will not 
mean a victory over terrorism in general. Most 
qualified militants and commanders will most 
probably move from Syria to other countries 
(Iraq, Libya, Mali, Afghanistan, Somali, etc.). 
The deep insuperable crisis that state institu-
tions in Middle East and Africa find themselves 
in enhances the well-being of jihadi mercenar-
ies. Besides, in the last several years they have 
learnt to tie themselves in global criminal eco-
nomic chains and find support from authorities 
of some states. Mercenaries will remain – for it 
is always cheaper to maintain a group of 500 
highly trained militants than to sustain a state. 
And this group may be enough to destabilize a 
whole region.

Like cancer, international terrorism is dan-
gerous for its metastases, and their appearance 
in a certain place or in a certain time is just as 
difficult to predict. The worst scenario for 
Russia would be a collapse of one of the weak 
and poor Central Asian states, and it turning 
into uncontrollable territories ruled by armed 
groups that have their own interpretation of 
Sharia laws3. This prospect is especially dan-
gerous since today Russia has fewer resources 
to support its allies than four years ago – and 
the sharp reduction in investment programs for 
Kyrgyzstan is the first symptom.

What goes against this scenario in Central 
Asia is the Russian economy. Revolutions and 

civil wars have their own demographic dynam-
ics, and while young men from Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan come and earn 
their living in Russia, they will not join jihadi 
movements to overthrow political regimes at 
home. The first symptom of the emergent 
threat will be not home political events in most 
poor post-Soviet republics as such, but statisti-
cal growth in sectors of Russian economy, that 
traditionally rely on the use of mass unquali-
fied labor force, like construction, retail and 
wholesale trade, housing and communal ser-
vices.

With the slowing down of the construction 
sector growth in Russia, the most difficult situ-
ation in 2016 will be in Tajikistan, where 
the current leadership is exacerbating tensions 
by banning systemic Islamist opposition 
[Malashenko 2015]. This measure is consid-
ered a violation of the status quo, a set of peace 
rules that ended the 1992-1997 civil war in that 
country. At that time allowing Islamist repre-
sentatives in political life was among the most 
important conditions of ending the confronta-
tion. The Tajik authorities have been escalating 
their opposition to the Islamic Renaissance 
party, which creates a threat of its tactical un-
ion with more radical groups. The possibility of 
a new civil war in Tajikistan will inevitably 
force Russia to intervene.

Situation in Nagorno-Karabakhand chal-
lenges Russia

The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict remains 
one of the most dangerous challenges for the 
Caucasus. The sides of the conflict enter 2016 
without any sign of a compromise over the key 
issues4 (i.e. status of Nagorno-Karabakh and 
some other Azerbaijani territories controlled by 
Armenian forces, and the problem of refugees).

The possibility of Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict exacerbation scares both Russia and the 
West. The fear of confrontation ‘defreezing’ 
that would lead to the deployment of interna-
tional peacekeeping troops also bothers Iran. 

3Pale S. Ugrozaterrorizma v Tsentral'noiAzii [Terrorist threat in Central Asia] // 
NovoeVostochnoeObozrenie. 10.10.2015. URL: http://ru.journal-neo.org/2015/10/10/ugroza-
terrorizma-v-tsentral-noj-azii/

4Markedonov S. Zakavkaz'e v 2015 godu: zatish'eiliozhidanienovoiburi? [North Caucasus in 2015: a calm 
or a new storm?] // Politikom.ru.30.12.2015. URL: http://politcom.ru/19425.html
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The latter claims that the conflict should be 
settled without participation of any non-re-
gional powers. However, the Russian-Turkish 
confrontation – taking into consideration the 
strategic cooperation between Azerbaijan and 
Turkey as well as between Armenia and 
Russia – raises the risk of a war and spreading 
the conflict beyond the Caucasus region. In the 
meantime, Yerevan and Baku are watching the 
differences between Moscow and Washington 
and are trying to test the OSCE Minsk group 
and even the CSTO for prompt and coordi-
nated reaction to emerging incidents.

For Russia, a breakdown of the fragile status 
quo will have appalling consequences. First, it 
will question the prospects of the Eurasian in-
tegration projects5 (the CSTO and EEU) for 
there is no consensus among their members on 
the political and military support for Armenia. 
Second, it may sharpen the conflict of interests 
between Moscow and Baku and even repeat the 
Georgian scenario of 2008. Third, weakening 
of Russian positions will inevitably bring up the 
question of the need for a wider internationali-
zation of the peace process, which will ensure 
that Russian influence decreases.

There are two main conditions for the nega-
tive scenario to develop around Nagorno-
Karabakh. They are the deterioration of the 
Russian-Turkish confrontation and unpro-
voked escalation as a result of a snowball of 
minor incidents on the contact line. The con-
flict with Moscow may push Ankara to increase 
its military support for Azerbaijan in order to 
press harder not only on the unrecognized 
Nagorno-Karabakh, but on Armenia itself. 
Still, the military and political balance between 
Yerevan and Baku will not allow either of the 
sides to achieve an overwhelming advantage 
and will contain the conflict.

The meaning of the Ukrainian crisis for 
Russia

The dynamic of the Ukrainian crisis in 2016 
will be defined by the political situation in 

Kyiv. In implementing the Minsk Agreements 
the ball has long been in Ukraine’s court. In 
the first half of the year Ukraine will be adopt-
ing amendments to the Constitution that will 
establish a special status for Donbass within 
the state and set rules for local elections in 
some areas of the Donetsk and Lugansk re-
gions. Theoretically, the Ukrainian leadership 
may agree to settling the conflict, though dur-
ing the last year it has been trying its best to 
avoid it. In practical terms it remains highly 
unlikely.

The latest municipal elections demonstrat-
ed that President Petro Poroshenko has already 
got past the point when his hands were free for 
making reforms. Now his approval rating is 
slowly going down, the ruling coalition is get-
ting weaker, and the position of the key 
Poroshenko’s parliamentary ally, Prime 
Minister Yatsenyuk is openly disputed. Even if 
he wanted to, the president would not be able 
to get the necessary support in Rada for a com-
promise with Donbass. Ukrainian politics will 
radicalize with the progressive weakening of 
the central government.

There will be two symptoms of the Donbass 
crisis dragging on till the second half of 2016 
and most probably even further. The first one 
will be the failure to adopt amendments to the 
Constitution proposed by the president in 
Rada voting. These amendments do not com-
ply with the Minsk Agreements, nonetheless 
the Ukrainian authorities have been referring 
to them as proof of their commitment to 
Minsk. If Rada does not approve it in the cur-
rent session, it will not be able to discuss 
amendments to the constitution for another 
year.

The second one is voting on the bill of 
Donbass elections, which is supposed to be ap-
proved by both sides of the conflict – Kyiv and 
the rebels. Judging by now, the positions of the 
two sides are incompatible6, and it is difficult 
to even imagine it approved – not to mention 
the Rada voting, where same factors that hin-

5Markedonov S. ODKB: Zakavkazskoeizmerenie [The North Caucasus Dimension of the CSTO] // 
Politikom.ru.23.12.2015. URL: http://politcom.ru/19411.html

6Timofeychev A. Elections in Donbass: What they mean for the Ukrainian conflict // Russia Beyond the 
Headlines. 23.09.2015. URL: http://rbth.com/politics/2015/09/23/elections_in_donbass_what_
they_mean_for_the_ukrainian_conflict_49491.html
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der introduction of president’s constitutional 
reform arise.

Most probably, in February or March it will 
get obvious that conflict settlement, or at least 
meaningful steps towards it, will not happen in 
the first half of 20167. This implies that the key 
question will be whether Ukraine is ready to 
resume hostilities.

A new full-scale war in Donbass is hardly 
expected. The outcome of the past armed 
clashes between Kyiv and the People’s 
Republics does not leave much hope for the 
former. Besides, it is of special interest for 
Russia not to let Donetsk and Lugansk lose. 
The West European partners within the 
Normandy four are also against war, which is 
seen by Paris and Berlin as a threat to the secu-
rity of the continent. Still, there is a possibility 
of Kyiv’s decision to launch a new offensive in 
Donbass because of a new exacerbation of in-
ternal political struggle in Ukraine.

In case the war resumes the Donetsk and 
Lugansk People’s Republics (DNR and LNR) 
have a clear political goal – to gain control 
over the whole territory of Donetsk and 
Lugansk regions. For Kyiv the key military risk 
is losing new towns in Donbass in case the new 
campaign fails. Moscow’s decision to limit the 
counter offensive of the Donbass militia will 
depend on two conditions. The first one is how 
valuable in the critical moment it will find the 
positions of its Ukrainian partners, whom it 
tends to listen to. The second one is whether 
Moscow will achieve mutual understanding 
with Berlin and Paris on recognizing Kyiv’s 
responsibility for unleashing the hostilities.

We would like to stress that neither Donbass, 
nor Moscow want a new war. It would cause 
great risks and inevitably huge losses. Owing to 
its Syrian operation, Russia has started to find 
a new modus operandi in its relations with the 
West, and it knows the value of this achieve-
ment. The Kyiv authorities are still quite popu-
lar with Western Europe for the latter to recog-

nize their responsibility for the civil war. 
Ukraine realizes that its diplomatic positions 
would deteriorate and will hardly dare to start a 
new war in such uncertain circumstances.

At the same time Kyiv will scarcely find al-
lies that would in fact support it in its war 
against Donbass – except for the US. The 
much discussed in Ukraine Turkish involve-
ment is rather doubtful8. Naturally, Ankara will 
do everything to scare Moscow with its support 
for radical Crimean-Tatar organizations or 
Kyivan hawks. However, it is hard to believe 
that Turkish military involvement in Ukraine 
will be understood in Washington – this is 
something that the Alliance can live without. 

A fast settlement of the Ukraine crisis is 
highly unlikely – and so is war. It seems that 
the situation of 2015 will repeat itself in the 
year 2016 – Kyiv will continue pressuring 
Donbass by means of bombardment and siege, 
avoiding meaningful negotiations on settle-
ment. The winners will be the most patient. 

Potential conflicts in Asia and their place in 
Russian strategy

Security threats is East Asia will be defined 
by the US-China rivalry. Tensions are growing 
in relations between Beijing and most impor-
tant military allies of Washington in the re-
gion – Japan and Australia. The most vulner-
able elements of security in East Asia in 2016 
will be the Taiwan issue and the exacerbating 
friction between the sides of territorial con-
flicts in the South China Sea and the East 
China Sea.

The victory of the Democratic Progressive 
Party in the Taiwan presidential elections un-
leashes strategic uncertainty9. If the DPP pub-
licly rejects the principle of one country or de-
clares Taipei’s independence, Beijing will have 
nothing else to do, but to use military power to 
suppress the separatists. Risks of this scenario for 
the first time in four years encouraged 
Washington to resume military deliveries to 

7Markedonov S. The paradox of the Minsk Agreements // Russia Direct. 10.09.2015. URL: http://
www.russia-direct.org/opinion/paradox-minsk-agreements

8Isliamovzaiavil o pomoshchiAnkarynovomuukrainskomubatal'onu [Islyamov announced Turkish aid for the 
new Ukrainian batalion] // Vzgliad. 26.12.2015. URL: http://vz.ru/news/2015/12/26/786088.html

9Pomfret J., Miller M., Blanchard B. After vote, China tells Taiwan to abandon independence "hallucination" 
// Reuters. 17.01.2016. URL: http://www.reuters.com/article/taiwan-election-idUSKCN0UV02I
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Taiwan: in 2016 the plan is to deliver arms 
amounting to 1.8 billion USD. Beijing considers 
this step a direct signal of support to the 
Taiwanese authorities, and has promised a harsh 
reaction10. It is highly expected that China will 
not only introduce sanctions against major arms 
suppliers to Taiwan, but will also pressure US 
companies that operate in the Chinese market.

The other permanent source of friction in East 
Asia is the US active involvement in territorial con-
flicts in South China and East China Seas[Glaser 
2012]. In October 2015 the US destroyer Lassen 
started its patrol within 12 nautical miles of artifi-
cial islands built by China in the South China 
Sea11, and in December American bombers flew 
closely to the Spratly Islands. Beijing’s response to 
such actions was very harsh. Demonstrating the 
seriousness of Beijing’s intentions, 17 December 
2015 a Chinese submarine conducted a simulated 
attack on the US aircraft carrier Reagan. If the two 
sides continue this kind of dangerous military be-
havior, the risk of a collision is high. The two states 
had this sort of experience in 2001, when a Chinese 
destroyer crashed into a US reconnaissance plane 
EP-312. Apart from that, in 2016 there is a growing 
possibility of mutual hostilities of China and the 
US in the cyber space.

Beijing deeply resents Australia's and 
Japan's actions in the South and East China 
Sea. Tokyo intends to station artillery batteries 
and ships along 200 islands along 1400 km, 
which will impede the movement of Chinese 
military ship towards the Western Pacific. In 
August 2015 Japan approved the largest mili-
tary budget in the whole after-war history 
(27 billion USD). And during the APEC 
Summit Shinzo Abe stated that his country is 
ready to consider the possibility of taking part 

in patrolling disputed territories in the South 
China Sea13. At the same time, Australian 
flights over the disputed islands are not so dis-
turbing as much as they are irritating to China. 
Yet, a possibility of an armed collision with 
Japanese or Australian military ship is high. 
Beijing is convinced that the US is not ready to 
get involved automatically in an all-out con-
flict with China even for its key allies, and 
Japan’s image as a historical enemy of China 
may stimulate escalation.

Much less likely is the ignition of a smolder-
ing conflict on the Korean peninsula. Pyong 
yang actions do not imply anything more than 
verbal threats to its adversaries. None of the 
states-participants of the six-side negotiation 
format are interested in escalating the conflict. 
None see a regime-change in North Korea as 
advantageous[Fitzpatrick 2013] either – it will 
cost a lot to level out the economic and humani-
tarian consequences of such a course of events.

Key risks for Russia in 2016
Our perspective on the future of anti-Russia 

sanctions in 2016 is negative. Sanctions will not 
be lifted because this will require the fulfillment 
of several conditions: the Minsk-2 Agreement 
has to be fully implemented, military provoca-
tions in Donbass have to stop, opponents of 
sanctions in the EU have to win over proponents 
of sanctions, and the EU itself has to be ready to 
reject solidarity with the US in the issue of sanc-
tions – or Barack Obama has to support the EU 
and lift sanctions half a year before the end of his 
presidency. All this can definitely not be reached 
in 2016. Therefore, sanctions will remain, and 
Russia has to get used to the unfavorable external 
state of affairs14.

10China warns against first major US-Taiwan arms sale in four years // The Guardian. 16.12.2015. 
URL: http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/dec/16/china-warns-against-us-taiwan-arms-
sale-defence

11EsminetsSShAnachalpatrulirovanie v predelakh 12-mil'noi zony v raionearkhipelagaSpratli [US 
Destroyer starts patrol within 12-mile zone of Spratly Islands] // TASS. 27.10.2015. URL: http://tass.
ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/2380673

12Kitaitsy posadili amerikanskii samolet [China Lands American Plane] // RBK. 01.04.2001. URL: 
http://www.rbc.ru/incidents/01/04/2001/42992.shtml

13Japan could risk Chinese anger by joining US sea patrols // The Guardian.20.11.2015. URL: http://
www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/20/japan-could-risk-chinese-anger-by-joining-us-sea-
patrols

14Russia Begins to Buckle Under Sanctions Pressure // Stratfor.16.09.2015. URL: https://www.
stratfor.com/geopolitical-diary/russia-begins-buckle-under-sanctions-pressure
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Despite the West European fatigue with 
Ukraine and the freezing of the Donbass con-
flict, the US support for the Kyiv regime in 
2016 will not subside and in the worst case sce-
nario we will see US arms deliveries to Ukraine.

On the Syrian front in the short term there 
are risks of Russia getting giddy with its suc-
cess, which may cause uncontrollable escala-
tion of Russian-Turkish relations and a possi-
bility of direct collision with Ankara. As a re-
sult, Russia has already found itself in a trap set 
by those, who want Russia stuck in the Middle 
East with its relations with neighbors further 
deteriorated. Despite Moscow’s desire to dem-
onstrate its power on every occasion, Russia 
may not afford to fall into such traps in the 
future – Syria is not Russia’s key frontline.

In 2016 the destruction waves from the 
Middle East will increase the risk of escalation 
of conflicts in the South Caucasus – in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh region, and in Central 
Asia, especially with the growing destabiliza-
tion in Tajikistan. Popular unrest in countries 
that are Russian allies within the CIS may pose 
the question of Moscow’s involvement.

The world’s largest economies will continue 
making no headway, retaining the oil prices at 
its record low. However, the expanding zone of 
military actions in the Middle East, the exacer-
bation of the Saudi-Iranian confrontation or 
destabilization within Saudi Arabia may change 
these calculations entirely15.

China, India, Brazil and South Africa will be 
consumed with their own domestic problems. 
And despite their sympathies with Russian po-
sitions in Asia and Latin America, their banks 
and businesses will not do anything that may 
cause problems in their relations with the US.

* * *
It is obvious that in 2016 Russia will have to 

choose between bad and very bad alternatives. 
Positive changes may be expected no sooner 
than in seven or eight years, when a new gen-
eration of elites will come to power in the US 
and Europe. They may again consider Russia a 
strategic ally and a business partner. 

What can Moscow do to make this possibil-
ity come true and to increase its own chances?

Firstly, it should be prudent, preserve its 
power and avoid getting dragged into full-scale 
wars and lengthy confrontations. It has suc-
ceeded in this by now.

Secondly, it has to carry on patiently building 
its relations with Western Europe that is gradu-
ally growing to realize the necessity to preserve 
the political dialogue and economic ties with 
Russia. Upcoming elections in key European 
countries and the US leave hope that the Trans-
Atlantic solidarity will cease to be an axiom and 
Europe will finally regain its own voice.

Thirdly, Russia cannot afford friction and 
misunderstanding in relations with its closest 
neighbors and allies – i.e. China, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan and Armenia. It is not a question 
of interstate relations, but the necessity to 
deepen mutual understanding between the 
elites – be they business, military or youth.

Lastly, 2016 priorities include the strategic 
goal of stabilizing Greater Eurasia as a guarantee 
of Russia’s survival and prosperity. Cooperation 
with China, India, Iran, SCO partners and 
ASEAN countries will help create a system of 
collective security, build pan-Asian transport 
and energy infrastructure and ensure formation 
of the rapidly growing 4-billion Eurasian mar-
ket, which is of critical importance to Russia.

15Rascouet A., Dipaola A. This Time Mideast Tensions Are Bad News for Oil // Bloomberg 
Business.04.01.2016. URL: http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-01-04/oil-shrugs-
as-glut-blunts-shock-from-deeper-saudi-iran-conflict
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