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Russia Didn’t Start the Iran
War. It Still Benefits from It.
Blog

April 24, 2026

Russia has emerged as one of the quiet winners of the 2026 war with
Iran, turning the conflict into a modest but timely strategic
opportunity, writes IST Senior Associate for Nuclear Policy Brandon
Cortino.

Russia has not played a decisive role in the 2026 war with Iran. However, by extracting a set of
modest but meaningful political and material gains, it is one of the biggest winners of the conflict.
By positioning itself as a non-belligerent advocate of de-escalation, benefiting from tighter energy
markets, and exploiting the diversion of Western attention and air-defense resources away from
Ukraine, Moscow has turned a war it did not start into a limited strategic opportunity. These
benefits are incremental and do not fundamentally alter Moscow’s global position, but they do
provide economic and political relief at a time when the strain of a four-year fight in Ukraine is
becoming harder to ignore and the Russian economy’s ability to sustain itself has been put under
greater pressure.

The Timeline
Russia’s initial response followed a clear pattern: rapid diplomatic outreach, repeated
reassurances, and renewed references to a collective security framework for the Gulf in which
Moscow positioned itself as a facilitator.

Shortly after the Israeli and U.S. strikes on February 28, 2026, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov held a
call with Qatari Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Mohammed bin Abdulrahman bin
Jassim Al Thani about diplomatic reassurances and references to a Gulf-based collective security
architecture, an idea dating back to the late 1990s. Moscow brought the idea back up again several
days later, demonstrating that its February proposal was at least relatively serious. And by March 2,
Putin had already held calls with leaders from Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia. Russia’s
speedy response reveals a broader diplomatic effort to maintain regional relevance. On March 3,
Lavrov spoke with Oman’s Foreign Minister about returning the conflict to the diplomatic track. On
March 5, Lavrov expressed readiness to present a UN ceasefire resolution and a UN General
Assembly initiative to immediately end the conflict. 

Russia’s flurry of activity since the start of the conflict has been strategically designed to frame
itself as a peacemaker that is simultaneously present, vocal, and nonviolent. Although these
actions are unlikely to alter the course of the war, they present Russia as a practical non-belligerent
providing solutions, and give the Kremlin a multitude of corollary benefits. Russia’s objective in this
behavior is not to supplant the United States, but to provide an additional choice in both trade and
security that gives the Kremlin more leverage in international politics. In simpler terms, Russia
approaches the Middle East like it does the Balkans: there is no grand plan for the region, but it is
animated by its ambition to rival the West. 

The Benefits
Moscow derives multiple material and political benefits from its role in the Iran conflict, and its
gains only stand to grow as the conflict between the U.S. and Iran continues. As a result of the Iran
war, Russia has benefited from greater pressure on the energy market, the increased need for
Russian energy supplies, eased sanctions on Russian oil and natural gas, and renewed U.S.
strategic attention on Iran at Ukraine’s expense.

Material benefits
Rising oil and gas prices, selective sanctions flexibility, and renewed demand for supply
stabilization all improve Russia’s revenue outlook at a time of sustained fiscal pressure during its
laborious fight in Ukraine.

Energy price increase and sanctions relief
 Since the launch of Operation Epic Fury, oil and natural gas prices have spiked sharply. Washington
has now twice relaxed pressure on Russian oil in order to stabilize markets disrupted by the Iran
war. First, the US Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) signed a rule on March 5 allowing India to
buy Russian oil for 30 days without suffering retaliatory sanctions. More recently, on April 17, the
Trump administration renewed a waiver allowing countries to buy sanctioned Russian oil and
petroleum products loaded on vessels through May 16. This lightens energy pressures in the global
economy and gives Russia a much-needed cash transfusion to the tune of almost 200 million
barrels of oil after the Russian National Wealth Fund was cut in half to fund continued fighting in
Ukraine. U.S. policymakers have sent mixed messages on their approach towards Russia. U.S.
Secretary of Energy Chris Wright said there is no change in Russian sanctions policy and that this is
a temporary measure, but U.S. Secretary of the Treasury Scott Bessent has said further easing is
still possible. Meanwhile, President Trump has said that it is possible to entirely lift all oil sanctions
because there will be “so much peace.” Romania and Bangladesh have also requested sanctions
relief. The longer the war continues, the more attractive sanctions relief will look to other states
facing higher energy costs and tighter supply.

Insurance and energy access 

Shipping and insurance disruptions have created a second-order benefit for Moscow beyond
increased energy prices, in the form of more Russian maritime insurance companies gaining
traction. As traffic through the Strait of Hormuz slowed to a mere five ships on Monday, April 20, in
sharp contrast with the usual 120 ships. As a result, war-risk insurance premiums increased, in
turn increasing the  political and commercial cost of excluding Russian oil. India, for example,
expanded the number of Russian insurers authorized to provide marine cover for ships entering
Indian ports, as other insurance companies hesitate to do the same due to the rising risks. As
pressure on the energy market increases, so too do energy prices, as well as tolerance for using
Russian resources as a relief valve.

Redirection of Patriot battery ammunition from Ukraine

When it comes to the fight in Ukraine, one of the clearest battlefield implications is intensified
competition for Patriot interceptors. Patriot missile batteries are among the United States’ most
advanced ground-based air and missile defense systems, designed to protect critical targets from
aircraft, drones, cruise missiles, and some ballistic missiles. Because they are both scarce and
highly capable, they are in high demand. Demand for Patriot batteries and interceptors has become
a point of strain as the United States prioritizes its own forces and Gulf partners. The United States
will continue to ensure its own operational safety, and attempt to reassure and protect regional
allies when possible. Estimated interceptor usage already exceeds 1,000 rounds, nearly double the
current annual production of 5-600. President Trump routinely expresses skepticism about
continuing materiel support to Ukraine in order to accelerate a peace deal, forcing Ukraine to rely
more heavily on alternative air-defense measures. This reliance on alternative measures only
increases the likelihood that additional missiles and drones will get through Ukraine’s air defenses,
as Patriot missiles are ideally a part of a layered system to intercept faster moving targets such as
missiles that Ukrainian drones struggle to intercept.

Political benefits
The war in Iran allows Moscow to present itself as a non-belligerent facilitator, enjoy intensified
competition for Western resources, and shift attention away from Ukraine – all while allowing
Russia to sit on the sidelines and do almost nothing.

Resource Competition

The political effect of Patriot interceptor scarcity extends well beyond Patriot batteries. Ukraine has
successfully sustained Western media and political attention on its fight for four years, but this is
the second time Western attention has shifted to the Middle East (the first time being the Hamas
attacks on Israel on October 7, 2023). This conflict directly affects Western interests such as
natural gas and oil, meaning resources and materiel that would otherwise go to Ukraine are now
much more likely to be diverted to the Gulf. Even Ukrainian drone specialists have been directed to
aid in defending U.S. bases in Jordan, with ten other nations also asking for help. Ukraine is likely
providing this support in the hope of preserving Western goodwill and securing additional
assistance, but it still means fewer skilled defenders of the Ukrainian cities and critical
infrastructure facing ever-increasing bombardments.

Russia’s Diplomatic Position in the Middle East

Although the United States has long been the dominant outside power in the region, Russia has
maintained a useful niche for itself without insisting that regional states choose between
Washington and Moscow. The Kremlin now occupies an enviable position. It can talk to all parties
despite allegedly providing targeting data to Iran; shape parts of the international agenda by being
the first at the table to call for de-escalation; and exploit the reputational contrast created by
renewed U.S. military action. Russia also benefits from the broader reputational and political fallout
of renewed U.S. military action, including visible friction with NATO allies over the scope of Western
involvement. That contrast gives the Kremlin room to present itself as the more restrained power.
While the Gulf states are committed to maintaining their relationship with the United States, it is
impossible for them to ignore the fact that  a partnership that was once a defensive shield is now a
magnet for attacks. The Gulf will no doubt look for additional security assistance, especially as
Patriot interceptors are harder to come by and the breadth of Iranian strikes on energy
infrastructure widens. As they look elsewhere for additional security assistance, the Kremlin will be
waiting with open arms.

Institutional Relevance Through the United Nations

By proposing UN-based mechanisms, Russia repositions itself inside the diplomatic machinery of
crisis management. Even if its proposals go nowhere, Moscow still benefits from being viewed in
the international community as a state trying to shape the diplomatic agenda rather than merely
reacting to it, and its proposed collective security architecture has a more viable use case than ever
before as Gulf states consider their own safety to a greater extent.

Strategic Flexibility

Given the stark contrast between Russia and the directly involved parties in the Iran war, Moscow
enjoys rhetorical freedom and is less constrained, both diplomatically and operationally. Unlike the
United States, Russia is not directly fighting in the Middle East. Unlike Iran, it is not absorbing
strikes or worrying about targeting. Unlike Gulf monarchies, it is not trying to avoid being hit. The
Kremlin can support Iran politically, reassure Gulf states diplomatically, undermine the United
States’ moral position, and still have space to maneuver with all parties.

Conclusion
Russia has not emerged from the 2026 Iran war as its decisive broker, nor has it fundamentally
reshaped the balance of power in the Middle East. What it has done is more modest, but still
meaningful: it has extracted a series of political and material benefits from a conflict driven by
others. By remaining outside the fighting while presenting itself as a non-belligerent advocate of
de-escalation, benefiting from tighter energy markets, and forcing Ukraine to compete harder for
Western attention and air-defense resources, the Kremlin has turned the war into a limited
strategic opportunity. These gains are incremental rather than transformative, but for a Russia still
under pressure from a grinding four-year campaign in Ukraine, incremental relief is enough to
matter.

This commentary is written and published in accordance with IST’s Intellectual Independence Policy. The authors
are solely responsible for its analysis and recommendations. The Institute for Security and Technology and its
supporters do not determine, nor do they necessarily endorse or advocate for, any of this blog’s conclusions.

Related Content

BLOG

How China Builds AI Power:
IST Hosts Panel at the AI+
Expo

How is China building AI
power, and what does the
United States still
misunderstand about the
systems and actors driving
it? At the AI+ Expo this
month, hosted by the
Special Competitive
Studies Project (SCSP), IST
convened a firestarter brief
and panel with China
experts to unpack one of
the most consequential
questions shaping
technology and national
security.

May 21, 2026

BLOG

Ahead of Beijing: Common
Cause on AI’s Biggest Risk

Later this week, Presidents
Trump and Xi will sit down
in Beijing. AI is on the
agenda. Just two weeks
ago, IST’s Steven M. Kelly,
AI Policy Network's Mark
Beall, and IAPS’ Karson
Elmgren also traveled to
China with a mission to
discuss AI. In a recap blog,
they emphasize the need
for collaboration.

May 13, 2026

Brandon Cortino

Pillar The Geopolitics of

Technology

Topics
Russia, Ukraine, energy, Iran,
missile, missile defense, natural
gas, strategic competition

Share
Facebook
Twitter
LinkedIn
Print

Join our mailing list for IST updates, events, and analysis:

First Name Last Name

Organization Email

Donate

Intellectual Independence
Policy

Annual Reports

Privacy Policy

About IST

Our Team

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion,
and Belonging

Careers

Focus Areas

Future of Digital Security

Geopolitics of Technology

Innovation and Catastrophic
Risk

Get Involved

Partners & Funders

Contact Us

Copyright © 2026 – Institute for Security and Technology. All Rights Reserved.

https://securityandtechnology.org/new-homepage/
https://securityandtechnology.org/events
https://securityandtechnology.org/library
https://securityandtechnology.org/contact
https://securityandtechnology.org/donate
https://securityandtechnology.org/blog/russia-iran-strategic-advantage/#elementor-action%3Aaction%3Dpopup%3Aopen%26settings%3DeyJpZCI6IjE0MzkxIiwidG9nZ2xlIjpmYWxzZX0%3D
https://securityandtechnology.org/pillar_project/innovation-and-catastrophic-risk/
https://securityandtechnology.org/pillar_project/the-geopolitics-of-technology/
https://securityandtechnology.org/blog
https://www.rbc.ru/rbcfreenews/69a31f809a79473c88ac94d2
https://www.mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/international_safety/1466420/?lang=en
https://mid.ru/ru/foreign_policy/rso/2083836/
https://www.bna.bh/En/HMKingreceivescallfromHERussianPresident.aspx?cms=q8FmFJgiscL2fwIzON1%2BDg7jOMCs0fiBQmWzXhwq%2FXQ%3D
https://qna.org.qa/en/News-Area/News/2026-3/2/hh-the-amir-receives-phone-call-from-russian-president
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/putin-will-relay-uae-presidents-complaints-about-iranian-strikes-tehran-kremlin-2026-03-02/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/russias-putin-saudi-crown-prince-discuss-iran-escalation-risks-2026-03-02/
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/8479311
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/8480744
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv1bzfph6
https://apnews.com/article/cuba-trump-russia-oil-shipment-b6845987728e28d5d762992840ca6b69
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-war-in-iran-will-raise-fuel-prices-and-costs-throughout-the-economy/
https://ofac.treasury.gov/media/935101/download?inline
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/us-extends-waiver-allowing-countries-buy-russian-oil-2026-04-18/
https://ria.ru/20260418/dmitriev-2087665589.html
https://tradingeconomics.com/russia/national-wealth-fund-liquid-assets
https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/5773811-russian-oil-policy-iran-conflict/
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/10/world/middleeast/iran-war-putin-russia-energy-oil-prices.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/04/20/world/middleeast/strait-hormuz-traffic-ships-iran-us.html
https://www.reuters.com/legal/litigation/india-expands-russian-marine-insurance-options-2026-04-20/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2026-03-10/iran-s-attack-drones-and-missiles-put-us-military-under-unexpected-strain?accessToken=eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9.eyJzb3VyY2UiOiJTdWJzY3JpYmVyR2lmdGVkQXJ0aWNsZSIsImlhdCI6MTc3MzIzODU1MywiZXhwIjoxNzczODQzMzUzLCJhcnRpY2xlSWQiOiJUQlBERzRLR0NUR0cwMCIsImJjb25uZWN0SWQiOiIxM0FGMDZBQURCMTE0M0VBODEwMUIyOUI0QzkxRTE3OCJ9.L6AnOQwnaeMNs2jtyEVTB3UNoXpCkKaAgbiJLHUYvNg&leadSource=uverify%20wall
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/lockheed-martin-more-than-triple-patriot-missile-production-capacity-2026-01-06/#:~:text=In%202025%2C%20Lockheed%20Martin%20delivered,Bengaluru;%20Editing%20by%20Shailesh%20Kuber
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-ukraine-iran-war-us-weapons-stockpiles-kyiv-sees-opportunities/#:~:text=Throughout%20his%20second%20term%2C%20Mr,of%20some%20weapons%20to%20Ukraine.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/mar/09/ukraine-sent-drone-experts-protect-us-bases-jordan-zelenskyy
https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/03/04/iran-united-states-war-gulf-states-alliances/
https://securityandtechnology.org/blog/how-china-builds-ai-power-ist-hosts-panel-at-the-ai-expo/
https://securityandtechnology.org/blog
https://securityandtechnology.org/blog/ahead-of-beijing-common-cause-on-ais-biggest-risk/
https://securityandtechnology.org/blog
https://securityandtechnology.org/person/brandon-cortino/
https://securityandtechnology.org/pillar_project/the-geopolitics-of-technology/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/russia/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/ukraine/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/energy/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/iran/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/missile/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/missile-defense/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/natural-gas/
https://securityandtechnology.org/resource_topic/strategic-competition/
https://securityandtechnology.org/donate
https://securityandtechnology.org/Intellectual-Independence-Policy/
https://securityandtechnology.org/donate-2/#annualreports
https://securityandtechnology.org/privacy-policy/
https://securityandtechnology.org/about-ist
https://securityandtechnology.org/our-team/
https://securityandtechnology.org/about-ist/diversity-equity-inclusion-belonging/
https://securityandtechnology.org/careers
https://securityandtechnology.org/future-of-digital-security/
https://securityandtechnology.org/democracy-and-the-geopolitics-of-tech/
https://securityandtechnology.org/innovation-and-catastrophic-risk/
https://securityandtechnology.org/donate-2/
https://securityandtechnology.org/contact
https://twitter.com/@IST_org
https://www.youtube.com/c/InstituteforSecurityandTechnology
https://www.linkedin.com/company/technology-for-global-security/
https://bsky.app/profile/did:plc:474sswwu6aab6x6l7ed4mtjc

