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As Russia’s war against Ukraine has evolved into a war of attrition, one of the countries that Moscow has 
turned to in order to replenish its depleted stocks of military hardware is Iran. By the end of 2023, Moscow 
had become increasingly dependent on Iran, which in turn saw an opportunity to modernise key elements 
of its armed forces with Russian weapon technology. This warrants a closer examination of the military 
cooperation between Russia and Iran. 

Despite a long history of mutual distrust, there 
are a number of reasons why Iran and Russia see 

advantages in cooperating more closely.1 First, both 
countries need to circumvent Western sanctions and 
seek to do so bilaterally or within multilateral organisa-
tions, such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
and the BRICS group of states. 

Second, Russia previously cooperated with the 
United States and Europe in negotiating the 2015 Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), which lim-
ited Iran’s nuclear programme in exchange for sanc-
tions relief. Since the US withdrawal from the JCPOA 
in 2018, Iran no longer follows the agreed stipulations, 
while the last of the UN-mandated restrictions on its 
military exports included in the agreement expired in 
the autumn of 2023. Although the United States and the 
European Union have replaced the UN sanctions with 
their own equivalents, Russia, which is already under 
sanctions due to its war against Ukraine, no longer sees 
any formal obstacles preventing it from buying Iranian 
weapons, including ballistic missiles. It now appears that 
it is seeking to do just that, for use in Ukraine. 

Third, Russia’s intensified ties with Iran reflect Rus-
sian foreign policy priorities, and tie in with Russia’s 
outreach to the Global South to counterbalance what 
it sees as US world hegemony.2 At the heart of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine lies a deep, long-term confronta-
tion with the West, especially with the United States. 
Iran shares this policy priority. As a result, the Iranian-
Russian relationship has increasingly solidified as a 
united front against the United States.3 

Finally, both Iran and Russia see military advantages 
to closer mutual cooperation. There are opportunities to 
learn how to defeat Western weapons systems both in 
Iran-supported military confrontations with the United 
States in the Middle East and in Russia’s war against 
Ukraine. In addition, Russia has procured a variety of 
Iranian military hardware, particularly drones, which 
play an important role in Ukraine. Iranian-made drones 
now nearly overwhelm Ukrainian air defences. Iran has 
previously transferred weapons technology and hardware 
to its proxies and partners in the Middle East, but this 
is the first time Tehran is deeply involved in a war out-
side the Islamic world.4 The wish to procure Russian 
weapons systems is an important motivator for Iran in 
aiding Russia’s efforts in Ukraine.

Deepening diplomatic ties in 2022–23 
During 2022–23, the Russo-Iranian rapprochement was 
evident on many levels. Russia stated that the Iranian 
nuclear programme “does not pose any real problem” 
for the international community,5 and increased its dip-
lomatic support for Iran in international fora.6 Russia 
also worked to bring Iran closer to its orbit by actively 
promoting Iran’s membership in the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organisation and supporting Iran’s ambition to 
join the BRICS. Iran ultimately joined both organisa-
tions in 2023 and 2024, respectively.

Diplomatic contacts between the two countries have 
been frequent. President Vladimir Putin’s trip to Teh-
ran in July 2022 was his first outside of the post-Soviet 
area since the beginning of the war against Ukraine. 
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Putin and Iran’s president, Ebrahim Raisi,* also met 
on three other occasions in 2022, in both bilateral and 
multilateral settings.7 On the ministerial level, Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and his Iranian counter-
part Hossein Amir-Abdollahian met five times and held 
nine telephone conversations in 2022.8 The Secretary 
of Russia’s National Security Council, Nikolai Patru-
shev, travelled to Tehran on 8 November 2022, at the 
invitation of his Iranian counterpart, Ali Shamkhani, 
just a few days after Iran had officially confirmed that 
it had transferred drones to Russia. The majority of the 
talks focused on bilateral security, and the pressure Rus-
sia and Iran are under from the West. Patrushev stated 
that this pressure stems from both countries being “at 
the forefront of the struggle for the establishment of a 
multipolar world order.”9

During the autumn of 2022, Mohammad Mokhber, 
Iran’s First Vice President, visited Moscow twice within 
a few weeks, culminating on 6 October 2022, with the 
promise that Iran would supply Russia with additional 
drones as well as ballistic surface-to-surface missiles.10 
Russian defence officials continued to meet their Ira-
nian counterparts regularly in 2023. Russian Defence 
Minister Sergei Shoigu led a high-ranking delegation 
to Tehran on 19 September 2023, meeting the Head of 
Iran’s General Staff, Mohammad Bagheri.11 A day later, 
Shoigu observed the launch of tactical and ballistic mis-
siles, air-defence systems, and drones at an Islamic Rev-
olutionary Guard Corps Aerospace Force exhibition and 
training area.12 Shoigu stated that the bilateral relation-
ship had reached “a whole new level” and that sanctions 
directed against Russia and Iran “lacked perspective.”13

The two countries issued a joint declaration on 
the “ways and means to counter, mitigate, and redress 
the adverse impacts of unilateral coercive measures”, 
i.e., sanctions. On 5 December 2023, they signed a 
roadmap with 16 guidelines to “counter the sanctions 
regime directed against them both”.14 A few days later, 
on 7 December, Putin held talks with Raisi in Mos-
cow.15 According to the Russian Ministry of Defence, 
this meeting resulted in a new draft bilateral agreement 
on military-technical cooperation.16 

	 *	 Shortly after this text was written, several unexpected changes were made to the Russian and Iranian governments. On 12 May 2024, it 
was announced that Russia’s Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu would replace Nikolai Patrushev as Secretary of Russia’s National Security 
Council. On 19 May 2024, Iran’s President Ebrahim Raisi and Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian died in a helicopter crash. Raisi 
has been replaced by First Vice President Mohammad Mokhber.

What Russia wants from Iran 
Russia’s 2015 military intervention in Syria expanded 
its military-security partnership with Iran, converging 
over the overarching goal of sustaining the government 
of Bashar al-Assad. Russia provided air support, which 
benefitted Iran and its proxies on the ground.17 Russia 
even utilised the Iranian Shahid Nojeh Airbase, north 
of the city of Hamadan, for strategic bombing and refu-
elling missions in Syria. The disclosure of this arrange-
ment sparked criticism within the Iranian defence and 
security establishment; accusations were levelled against 
Russia for “showing off” its operations on Iranian terri-
tory.18 The Iranian constitution actually prohibits basing 
foreign forces on Iranian territory.19 Nonetheless, this 
was the first time since the Second World War that a 
foreign force used military facilities in Iran for combat 
support operations. The joint engagement in Syria fast-
tracked an emerging defence and security partnership 
between Iran and Russia.20

While it is impossible to verify the full spectrum 
of defence and security commitments, open-source 
intelligence indicates significant levels of cargo traffic 
between the two countries, both in the aerial and mar-
itime domains. Iran supposedly shipped more than 
300,000 artillery shells and more than a million rounds 
of other forms of ammunition to Russia between Octo-
ber 2022 and April 2023.21 

Since September 2022, Russia has been using 
Iranian one way attack drones in its strategic bombing 
campaign against critical Ukrainian infrastructure, air 
defences, and energy facilities. The Shahed 136, renamed 
Geran-2 in Russia, is the system most commonly used. 
According to Kyiv, Russia used 2,800 Iranian drones 
in December 2023, of which Ukrainian air defences 
intercepted 2,400.22 

Dubbed the “flying moped” in Ukraine because 
of the noise its two-stroke piston engine emits and the 
simplicity of its design, the Shahed 136 is sufficiently 
precise for use against fixed targets. Its avionics systems 
are based on commercial-grade products, traded freely 
around the world.23 It can carry up to a 40 kilogram war-
head, has a maximum range of 1,000 kilometres, and a 
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cruising speed of up to 170 km per hour.24 Deploying it 
is also a cost-effective way to degrade Ukraine’s limited 
Western-supplied air defences, as the drone is cheaper 
to produce than the missiles required to intercept them.

Another Iranian drone frequently used in Ukraine 
is the Mohajer-6, equipped with more sophisticated 
systems than the Shahed. Produced by the state-owned 
Qods Aviation Industries, the Mohajer-6 is a multipur-
pose combat drone with a range of up to 1,900 km, and 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities. 
Because it carries laser-guided munitions, it offers its 
operator air-to-ground strike capabilities.25 Reportedly, 
Russia is also finalising the acquisition of the upgraded, 
Shahed 107 drone, which has a 1,500 km range. 

The short-range Iranian ballistic missiles that Rus-
sia wants to acquire are the Fateh-110 and Zolfaghar, 
with ranges of 300 and 700 kilometres, respectively.26 
Reports from February 2024 suggested that Russia had 
already acquired 400 of these short-range ballistic mis-
siles. Yet this claim was rejected by Ukrainian authori-
ties.27 Both the Fateh-110 and the Zolfaghar could hit 
high-value targets within Ukraine’s operational depth.28 

Iran claims that the shipment of drones along with 
accompanying Iranian instructors began prior to Rus-
sia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. But, Iran has also 
contributed to the production of a Russian drone-
manufacturing plant in the Alabuga Special Economic 
Zone, in the region of Tatarstan.29 The Alabuga deal 
is intended to enhance Russia’s domestic production 
capabilities and transfer technical knowhow from Iran. 
The increase in manufacturing capacity poses a threat to 
Ukraine. In April 2024, using its own drones, Ukraine 
attacked the Alabuga plant, some 1,200 kilometres from 
the Ukrainian border, making it the deepest attack into 
Russian territory to date.30 While waiting for the US 
congressional deadlock over the military-aid package 
to be resolved, Ukraine rationed its ammunition and 
carefully managed its limited set of vital air-defence sys-
tems and interceptor missiles. The acquisition of addi-
tional Iranian drones and the potential procurement of 
surface-to-surface short-range ballistic missiles could 
enhance Russia’s capabilities. It could enable Russia to 
target Ukraine’s Western-supplied air-defence system 
more effectively, penetrate deeper across the frontlines, 
and potentially threaten critical energy infrastructure 
and the expanding defence industrial base.31

What Iran wants from Russia 
The current leadership in Tehran has decided to aban-
don the previous government’s attempts to improve 
relations with the West, opting instead to prioritise 
relationships in the Middle East and strengthen ties to 
global powers such as Russia and China. Iranian politi-
cians in the opposition camp criticise this approach as 
too risky, because it means putting all the eggs in one 
basket. Past experiences, such as Russia’s exploitation of 
Iran as a pawn in its relationship with the United States, 
raise fears about Russia’s trustworthiness. However, the 
sceptics have been sidelined from decision-making. 

The Iranian regime favours a multipolar world order, 
and the current leadership sees the war in Ukraine as 
proof of waning US dominance and that the global 
power balance is shifting from the West to the East.32 
In that vein, the Supreme Leader of Iran, Ali Khame-
nei, has remarked that the war in Ukraine is the result 
of the “irresponsible expansionist policy of the United 
States and NATO.”33 Supporting Russia’s war in Ukraine 
is therefore a strategic and pragmatic choice, in line 
with the intensified outreach to China and the Global 
South. The war provides Iran with an opportunity to 
assist Russia at a crucial time. Tehran hopes that it will 
enhance cooperation in multiple arenas, despite some 
less successful attempts to expand the relationship in the 
past. Iran does not want to see a scenario where Russia’s 
global position is weakened.34 

The war in Ukraine provides Iran with a chance 
not only to export, but also to showcase some of its 
drones and possibly also some of its ballistic missiles.35 
As mentioned above, the latter was a key item on the 
agenda during Russian Defence Minister Shoigu’s visit 
to Tehran in September 2023. 

Relaying Russian experiences from Ukraine and 
transferring seized Western military materiel to Iran 
could improve Iran’s technological capacity through 
reverse engineering. Iran is studying how Russia utilises 
its drones in Ukraine, and any lessons learned could 
potentially be conveyed to Iran’s proxies in the Mid-
dle East. Russia, in turn, analyses how Iranian drone 
strikes against US targets in the Middle East can pen-
etrate Western air defence systems.36

Enhanced military cooperation with Russia could 
possibly help solidify Iran’s military industrial base, renew 
its ageing air force, and accelerate its space programme. 
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These remain heavily in need of modernisation after 
more than 40 years under sanctions. A modernised air 
force would strengthen Iran’s resilience in a conven-
tional war, with the Su-35 fighter jet at the top of the 
wish list. According to media reports, a deal for pur-
chase of Su-35s, Yak-130 jet trainers, and Mi-28 attack 
helicopters has been finalised, but details surround-
ing their actual delivery remain unclear. Supposedly, 
only two Yak-130 jets have been delivered so far.37 The 
acquisition is another sign of the deepening cooperation 
between the two states. 

Other equipment that Iran would like to procure 
includes the S-400 ground based air defence system, 
missile boats, corvettes, and landing ships. Iran’s cur-
rent fleet of submarines is also in need of modernisa-
tion, making the Russian Project 636 improved Kilo 
submarines an attractive option.38 

As authoritarian states, Russia and Iran also share 
an interest in cooperating on digital technology used for 
social control. The two countries have increased their 
digital-surveillance cooperation since the beginning of 
the war in Ukraine. According to the Wall Street Jour-
nal, Russia has delivered surveillance technology to Iran 
that will help the regime monitor its citizens.39 

The pursuit of a deeper relationship with Russia 
and the support of Russia’s efforts in Ukraine has made 
Iran’s relationship with the West even more tense than 
before, but it is likely that the benefits are deemed to 
outweigh the possible negative consequences. However, 
an important and still unanswered question is whether 
the war in Ukraine will impede Russia’s ability to deliver 
the weapon systems that Iran wants.

Conclusions
The frequent bilateral meetings between Russian and Ira-
nian officials during 2022-23, and the efforts to enhance 
pre-existing areas of cooperation as well as entering 
into new ones, show that the relationship between the 
two states is indeed growing. Russia’s transfer of digi-
tal surveillance technology to Iran indicates that inter-
nal security is a potential area for closer collaboration. 

A few key events during the past decade have paved 
the way for the increased levels of cooperation currently 
on display. 1) The war in Syria, where Russia and Iran 
both intervened in order to save the Assad regime, which 
created an unprecedented space for military cooperation. 
2) The United States’ withdrawal from the JCPOA in 
2018, which led to Iran’s decision to abandon improved 
relations with the West in favour of Russia and China.  
3) Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, which gave 
Iran the perfect opportunity to make use of its defence 
industry to aid Russia at a very important time. 

A consistent influx of Iranian weapons to Russia 
will strengthen its military presence in Ukraine, while 
Iran’s enhanced access to advanced military technology 
could potentially reshape the future power dynamics in 
the Middle East. As long as both Russia and Iran see 
more advantages than drawbacks, their cooperation is 
likely to continue.

Neither Russia nor Iran appear worried about the 
diplomatic and regional fallout from their intensified 
security ties. Their mutual desire to forge a closer rela-
tionship stems from pragmatic considerations, and 
is facilitated by a shared view of the world order and 
mutual experiences of being sanctioned by the West. 

Both Russia and Iran would prefer a multipolar 
world where the United States does not dominate the 
international system and the West’s ability to pressure 
authoritarian states is diminished. This is no longer an 
unobtainable dream as China shares this worldview. 
The three regimes can also bond over facing similar 
challenges, such as ensuring regime survival and keep-
ing democracy away. 

In tandem with its deteriorating relations with the 
United States and the West, China has become more 
prone to thwart Western attempts to isolate Russia 
and Iran by propping up their economies. China thus 
increasingly enables Russia and Iran, while Russia and 
Iran enable each other. Consequently, it has already 
become harder for the West to influence these states’ 
behaviours. <

Erika Holmquist is a senior analyst and head of the Middle East programme at the Swedish Defence Research Agency.

Ismail Khan is a military analyst with the Russia and Eurasia studies programme at the Swedish Defence Research 
Agency. 
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