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SPOTLIGHT:
Russia–Greece Relations

Playing a Game of Flirtation  

INTRODUCTION

With negotiations between the European Union (EU) and Greece at a standstill and the country’s economic crisis 
worsening further, decision-makers in the West are worried that Athens is heading towards the open arms of Russia. 
But what would Russia have to gain by improving ties with Greece? To answer this question, Wikistrat asked four of 
its Russia experts to assess bilateral relations and to analyze the Russian interests in Putin’s apparent move towards 
Greece. Here are the insights they generated.

ABOUT US

Wikistrat is the world’s first crowdsourced consultancy. It leverages a global network of subject-matter experts 
via a patent-pending “Collaborative Competition” methodology to provide a variety of analytic services. Scenario 
generation, policy planning, risk assessment and red-teaming exercises are conducted by Wikistrat on a real-time, 
interactive online platform.
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GIVING A BOOST TO RUSSIA’S SOFT POWER POLICY 

Dr. Anna Matveeva is a visiting senior research fellow at the Department of War Studies of King’s College London, 
where she is a member of the Russia and Eurasia Security Research Group. She previously worked as a United 
Nations Development Program Regional Advisor on Peace and Development in Central Asia. She is the author of 
North Eastern Caucasus: Drifting Away From Russia.

Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras is unlikely to expect or even want a real Russian bailout because his government’s 
hopes are on the deal with the EU – which looks likely, even if his party Syriza pays a heavy political price for it. It is 
worth noting that Greece held the EU line in this month’s extension of sanctions on Russia over Ukraine. 

That being said, Tsipras won three important gains through his rapprochement with Russia:

1. A gas deal signed in St. Petersburg routing the proposed Turkish Stream pipeline via Greece to southern and 
central Europe could bring between €3 and €5 billion in advance transit fees. It could also create a large number 
of jobs – which is important given the current suspension of several large-scale infrastructure projects in the 
country.

2. Tsipras called Putin’s invitation for Greece to become the sixth member of the $100 billion BRICS New Development 
Bank a “pleasant surprise.” The bank is expected to act as a lending challenger to international financial institutions 
and could present a useful alternative to Greece’s dealings with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
EU in future – which surely will remain problematic.

3. Russia and its allies offer an alternative solidarity “club” to Greece and a bit of comfort to Tsipras, who is squeezed 
between lecturing European creditors and angry Greek vultures who feel cheated out of their expectations. 
Comparing the Tsipras-Putin dynamic to that between German Chancellor Merkel and the Greek prime minister 
speaks volumes about Russia’s soft power on display.

Russia is doing quite well given Greece’s troubles. The gas pipeline and distribution hub in Greece should be up and 
running by 2019 or 2020, around the time Gazprom’s contract with Ukraine ends. This will ensure smooth gas delivery 
to the Balkans, Hungary, Italy and Austria, and divorce Russian-Ukrainian relations from their perpetual gas dispute. 

For Greece, a major short-term cash injection is unlikely. Moscow has bailed out Belarus and other former Soviet states 
before, amassing risky debts it later had to write off. It hopes to avoid unilateral lending and prefers the New Development 
Bank share collective responsibility if its members consider the political imperative to be sufficiently strong. Moscow 
would rather buy Greek state-owned assets when they are privatized and thereby acquire a more tangible stake in its 
economy. 

Importantly, the recent Moscow-Athens dialogue has given a boost to Russia’s soft power and made headlines across the 
world. It has signaled that Putin and his government are not on their knees, and has made Washington worry that too 
much EU pressure will push Tsipras straight into the Russian “bear hug.” How long will the U.S.’s “expert advice” on the 
EU’s Greek problem be warmly appreciated in Berlin and Brussels? 
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THE GOAL: CAUSING DIVISIONS WITHIN THE EU

Mr. Tim Foxley is an independent political/military analyst who has worked with the U.K. Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office and the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. He also worked for the U.K. 
Ministry of Defence for more than 10 years covering issues in Eastern Europe, the Balkans and Russia.

After Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras and Russian President Vladimir Putin met at the St. Petersburg Economic 
Forum, a Russian government spokesman held out the possibility that Russia might consider any Greek requests for 
assistance with its debts to the EU. 

Although reportedly a loan was not formally discussed, Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov stated: “We would do this 
because they are our partners and this is a normal practice between countries who are partners.”

The risk of default has made the Greek government’s relationship with the rest of the EU fraught and antagonistic for 
several years now, but after several false finishes the issue seems to be coming to a head. The media is full of speculation 
that Russia might be looking to financially bail Greece out as it casts around for solutions to its protracted economic 
slump (The Economist led with “My Big Fat Greek Divorce” as the front page of its European edition for the week of June 20).

The Tsipras government routinely uses brinkmanship to solve problems with the EU. This approach has seen it publicly 
cast around in the direction of Russia, with whom it has strong historic, economic, cultural and religious ties. Russia 
was the first to congratulate Tsipras when he won the Greek election in January, and Russia was the destination for 
the Greek prime minister’s first official government visit outside of the EU. Moreover, the Greek government appears 
uncomfortable being part of the EU’s anti-Russian economic sanctions.

The notion that Russia might ride to the aid of the beleaguered Tsipras has been floated on several occasions, broadly 
coinciding with each Greek government trip to Moscow. Some plausible arguments for this outcome have been proffered: 
With strong Russian financial support, Tsipras stands to have a significant slice of his county’s financial liability taken 
care of without further humiliation in front of the troika or forced domestic compromises. A “package deal” with Russia 
(Peskov’s statement came in the context of the signing of a deal for a new Russian pipeline to take Russian gas through 
Turkey into Europe) might also see other economic benefits for Greek industry, tourism and exports.

Multi-tasking chess player Putin has his mind on the geopolitical difficulties he has caused for himself over his seizure 
of Crimea and parts of eastern Ukraine – and has his eye on causing division within the EU. He would likely relish the 
opportunity to punish the EU for the sanctions it still imposes (and is likely to continue to impose) on Russia.

But Russia has its own very public financial difficulties – the fruits of long-term economic mismanagement, a culture of 
kleptocracy, a downturn in the price of oil and a history of poor geostrategic choices. Putin might gain some short-term 
strategic satisfaction and political leverage, but a full bailout would be a very costly commitment (figures abound, but 
perhaps amounting to €250 billion). For his part, Tsipras risks further alienating his EU colleagues. A precipitous leap 
into Russia’s arms would likely make his EU interlocutors less lenient now and less inclined towards flexibility in the future.

So Greece has not asked for a loan and Russia has not ruled it out. Though a full Russian bailout does not appear likely, 
both parties seem to find it convenient, for differing reasons, to play a game of flirtation. In this way, both make some 
tactical gains at minimal cost or risk. Tsipras reminds the EU of what is at stake, facilitating a favorable conclusion to 
debt restructuring negotiations, while Putin causes the EU to shiver slightly and look over its shoulder at a shark circling 
in the Mediterranean. 

Lastly, we should not underestimate the potential for the rules and context of the game to shift suddenly. Greek debt 
problems will not be suddenly resolved, regardless of the outcome of the negotiations. In the months and years to come, 
many factors (further payment defaults, collapse of government, popular protest) could derail agreed-upon reform and 
repayment programs. The Balkans will remain a Russian sphere of interest. Putin’s larger game involves dissipating EU 
unity, perhaps by nibbling at the edges (a gas pipeline here, a military deal there) or planning a future sudden lunge. In 
any case, he will continue to scan for opportunities amongst the vulnerable.
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RUSSIA’S GOAL IS NOT SAVING THE GREEK ECONOMY

Mr. Andreas Marazis is currently a Researcher at FRIDE (the Foundation for International Relations and Foreign 
Dialogue) where he does research for projects such as EUCAM (EU Strategy for Central Asia) and CASCADE, a project 
focusing on the Caucasus. He currently holds an MLitt in Middle East, Caucasus and Central Asian Security Studies 
from the University of St. Andrews.

In light of the financial crisis Greece is facing, Russia’s “Turkish Stream” pipeline project can be perceived as a deus 
ex machina: a solution that could boost jobs and put much-needed investment into the Greek economy. Gazprom can 
guarantee annual shipments of 47 billion cubic meters of gas to EU energy markets via Greece; Athens would benefit 
from the pipeline through jobs in construction and transit fees once operational, though EU legislation strictly prohibits 
transit fees. The construction of the pipeline would generate 2,000 jobs and give the Greek government the chance to 
negotiate a discount of around 10 percent on Russian gas supplies.

Putin has stated that Russia was ready to consider financial help to Athens, since the country is heavily indebted to the 
EU and the IMF (almost €240 billion) in exchange for Greece’s agreement to sign up for the pipeline project.

Tsipras’s recent moves towards Moscow have been interpreted as endeavors to acquire Russian financial help in the 
West; indeed, Greece and Russia signed a preliminary, non-binding agreement on June 19.

Moreover, Russian Minister of Economic Development Alexey Ulyukayev stated that Russia does not plan to buy Greek 
government bonds, but is willing to support the Greek economy through investment and profitable projects like Turkish 
Stream in the future. On top of that, the Russians firmly support Greece’s position in the EU. For Russia, having a friend 
and ally within European institutions is very important at this time.

This effectively means that Athens will have to eventually strike an agreement with its partners, since Russia’s ultimate 
goal is not to “save” the Greek economy but to strengthen its own foothold in Europe.
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THE PIPELINE DEAL: AN OPEN QUESTION

Mr. David Svarin is a PhD student at the Department of War Studies of King’s College London, where he is focusing 
on Eurasian issues. He was recently a Fellow at the Swiss Forum on Foreign Policy (Foraus) as well as a Programme 
Coordinator at the International Security Programme of the Geneva Centre for Security Policy. He is the author of 
The Constraints of the Past and the Failure of Central Asian Regionalism, 1991-2004. 

For the second time in just under three months, Prime Minister Tsipras traveled to Russia in June, where he attended the 
St. Petersburg Economic Forum. The big news coming out of the forum concerned energy cooperation: It was announced 
that the two countries’ energy ministers signed an agreement to build a new gas pipeline to bring Russian gas to Europe 
via Greece. This new pipeline would be an extension of “Turkish Stream” – a planned pipeline project to bring Russian 
gas via the Black Sea to Turkey and from there onwards to Europe.

According to information from Bloomberg, the pipeline deal between Russia 
and Greece would cost $2 billion, all of which, will be provided by the 
government-run Russian development bank VEB, which will also be a 50 
percent shareholder of the pipeline. The Russian government, as such, has no 
financial involvement in the pipeline. Greece, which will own the other half, 
would benefit by receiving hundreds of millions of euros each year in transit 
fees when the gas starts to flow in 2019. 

The announcement of this new deal has received significant attention in the 
media. However, discussing a Russian bailout of Greece in definite terms would 
be far from the truth. Indeed, the deal’s real value, both to Greece and Russia, 
remains an open question for three reasons.

1. The prospective transit fees, while welcome income for Athens’s strained budget, will only slightly alleviate 
Greece’s debt problem and will only be available starting in 2019 when the pipeline is supposed to start operating.

2. The proposed pipeline between Turkey and Greece hinges upon the completion of Turkish Stream. However, no 
binding document has yet been signed between Russia and Turkey, and construction for the pipeline has not yet 
started, leaving the prospects for the project uncertain.

3. Even if the pipeline from Turkey to Greece is built by 2019, it is still unclear by which route the gas would then 
be transported from Greece further on to Europe. There are essentially two options: either through Macedonia or 
through Italy, both of which only really exist on the drawing board. 

While all the above reasons somewhat diminish the significance of the Russia-Greece gas deal, the second is particularly 
important: Without the construction of Turkish Stream, there can be no “Greek Stream.” And while Turkish Stream is 
often presented as a done deal, especially by Russian media, the prospects for this pipeline project are still unclear. For 
instance, Turkey hopes to obtain further reductions in the price of Russian gas and is still in negotiations with Russia and 
Gazprom. On June 13, on the sidelines of the European Games in Baku, Turkish President Erdoğan met with President 
Putin to discuss the future development of Turkish Stream. However, no new developments have since been revealed. 

For the time being, a big question mark is still hovering above the Turkish Stream project. With this in mind, the gas deal 
between Greece and Russia suddenly looks less exciting. Indeed, it in no way represents an attempt by Russia to bail out 
Greece or to contribute significantly to lessening Greece’s debt burden. In the meantime, Athens is still negotiating with 
Brussels. Against this backdrop, the announced gas deal seems to be an attempt by Moscow to demonstrate to the EU 
its closeness with Greece and to provoke further tensions among EU member states. Whether this strategy is successful 
will ultimately be decided by the outcome of the negotiations between Greece and the EU.
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STRATEGIC TAKEAWAYS

• The probability of Russia bailing out Greece is low. Russia is facing a difficult financial crisis of its own, with 
low foreign cash reserves and Western sanctions targeting its banking sector. It would rather buy Greek state-
owned assets when they are privatized, thereby acquiring a more tangible stake in its economy. Instead of a 
bailout, Moscow is trying to get the New Development Bank members involved – mainly China – by promoting the 
move as one that would increase the institution’s prestige. 

• The $2 billion gas deal between Greece and Russia is a win for Moscow. The gas pipeline and distribution 
hub in Greece should be up and running by 2019 or 2020, around the time Gazprom’s contract with Ukraine ends. 
This will ensure smooth gas delivery to the Balkans, Hungary, Italy and Austria, and divorce Russian-Ukrainian 
relations from their perpetual gas dispute. 

• Greece and Russia’s game of flirtation serves both sides when dealing with the EU. Both parties benefit from 
the negotiations themselves, making tactical gains at minimal cost or risk. Greece gets to pressure the EU with 
the threat of moving closer to Moscow, facilitating a favorable conclusion to debt restructuring negotiations, and 
Russia gets to cause tension among EU members, serving its agenda for Ukraine.

• Russia’s ultimate goal is to gain an ally within European institutions, causing divisions therein. This would 
be a strategic asset, as the EU is a key factor in setting the tone for the West’s policy towards Russia regarding its 
involvement in the Ukrainian conflict and its occupation of Crimea.
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