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Introduction 

The civil war in Syria has been a battleground for not only the 
government and the rebels, but also of the United States and 
the Russian Federation. The conflict ostensibly being fought 
between Bashar al-Assad’s government in Damascus and a 
diverse coalition of rebel factions is carrying on into its sixth 
year. Given the significant foreign backing of the respective 
belligerent sides in the conflict, the war in Syria cannot simply 
be confined to a description of the central government versus an 
array of domestic opposition forces, but rather must hinge on 
the relationship between the United States and the Russian 
Federation.

While it is notoriously dangerous to draw causation from 
correlation, it can be said that there is a connection between 
bilateral US-Russia relations and the success of the United 
Nations system, most importantly in the Security Council. In 
times of cold relations between the two countries, there is 
unsurprisingly a concurrent reduction in cooperation on the 
international stage. Since the much-lauded 2009 reset with 
Russia, there has been a general downward trend in relations 
between the two states, both in bilateral spats and 
disagreement and noncooperation on the international stage. 
While any researcher should be careful not to place too much 
weight on the argument that bilateral disagreements are the 
most important factor in driving disagreements in the United 
Nations system, it would also be absurd to reject the correlation 
as an indicator of a reasonable connection. 

But what does this lack of cooperation mean for the United 
Nations? How do Russo-American relations affect the structures 
and abilities of the Security Council and other UN bodies. The 
most obvious impact is on the Security Council; an intransigent 
Russia has the ability to effectively neuter the UNSC with its 
veto power. Second, we see a cooling effect on the amount of 
aid provided by the UN following attacks on aid convoys, as 
international actors can no longer be sure aid will be delivered. 
Finally, bilateral disagreements have ground negotiations at the 
UN level to a halt. Attempts made at reconciliation and moving 
the peace process forwards have mostly ended in failure. The 
effect of these changes is the marginalization of the United 
Nations in the Syrian conflict; Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon 
spoke to this frustration, saying he felt “only shame and deep 
anger and frustration at the international community’s impotence 
to stop the war.”  1

 Ki-Moon, Ban. “Opening remarks at Humanitarian Pledging Conference for Syria” (Remarks, Kuwait City, 31 March 2015). United Nations. 1
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Theoretical Framework 
Before diving into the details of the Syrian conflict, it is important 
to underline some key concepts in international relations theory 
that undergird the actions of both Russia and the United States. 
The first important element is to understand both the neorealist 
and normative-driven versions of modern multilateralism, as it 
appears that Russia and the United States take different views 
on the concept. The second theory, best understood within the 
framework of the first, is the tactic of soft balancing, especially in 
the context of Russian foreign policy.

Most academic musings on multilateralism were developed after 
the fall of the Soviet Union and can be broken down into two 
major camps. The first is that of theorists who emphasize the 
normative superstructure of multilateralism. This normative view 
is attributed to writers like James Caporaso who stress 
“generalized principles of conduct” as the most important 
elements of multilateralism.  This maps neatly onto the 2

professed (if not always practiced) style of multilateralism 
pursued by the United States, which generally couches its 
strategy and action through the bodies of international 
community in normative reasons. To pick one example, the 1998 
National Security Strategy of the Clinton Administration points to 
promoting democracy, promoting prosperity, and adhering to 
international humanitarian law, outlining the normative basis for 
the international intervention in Kosovo that year and the 
following.3

The second camp is that of neorealists. This conceptualization 
of multilateralism focuses less on ideals and norms and more on 
the power relations between states within the international 
system. Although Robert Kagan’s 2002 article “Power and 
Weakness” is arguably the central work on power relations as 
essential to the global superstructure, the argument is maybe 
best summarized by Keohane and Nye in a Foreign Affairs 
article about how power relations and strategic decisions are the 
gas in the tank of multilateralism.  This perspective is useful in 4

understanding Russian tactics of using multilateralism as a 
hedge against a unipolar, America-centric world order. Yevgeny 
Primakov’s understanding of multilateralism as a tool to stymie 
American power and progress Russian interests is a textbook 
example of neorealist thinking about multilateralism.5

This brings us to the concept of soft balancing, using non-
military measures to balance against opposing powers, 
particularly those that yield more clout.  The work, attributed to 6

Robert Pape and T. V. Paul, emphasizes that military means are 
not the only way of extracting political gains from an opponent, 
especially through the structures of the international 
community.  This is a tactic that Russia has used extensively 7

against the United States in the context of multilateral 
interventionism, including in Kosovo and in the Syrian Civil War. 
By using the normative structures and legal expectations of 
various international organizations, Russia has magnified its 
influence and power on the international stage, which has had 
serious consequences for the functioning of the United Nations 
system, which will be discussed below. 

Externalities: Makers and 
Breakers of the United Nations 

Before diving into how Russo-American relations have affected 
the United Nations, the fact that bilateral relations shape the 
international regime must be established. While on its face, it 
would seem logical that bilateral relationships should not 
overshadow the functioning of a large-scale world government, 
the ebb and flow of relations between Moscow and Washington 
often do.

During the 1998-1999 Kosovo War, for example, disagreements 
between Russia and the United States on questions of Albanian 
autonomy, Kosovo’s place in the global system, and more 
broadly on the place of Russia within the international 
community led to the failure of the United Nations to take 
meaningful action.  Although the Security Council did pass 8

Resolution 1199, which condemned the Serbian army and 
police’s indiscriminate use of force and reaffirmed Kosovar 
rights to autonomy and self-administration, there was clear 
disagreement with NATO’s bombing campaign in Moscow.  The 9

air campaign never gained UN backing and Russia even tabled 
a draft resolution to stop the campaign, but it was voted down 
by all but three members of the Council.  10

 Caporaso, James A. "International Relations Theory and Multilateralism: The Search for Foundations." International Organization 46, no. 3 (1992): 599-632. 2

 United States. The White House. National Security Strategy 1998, 1998. 3

 Keohane, Robert O., and Joseph S. Nye. "Two Cheers for Multilateralism." Foreign Policy, no. 60 (1985): 148-67. 4

 Tsygankov, Andrei. “Russia in Global Governance: Multipolarity or Multilateralism.” Contemporary Global Governance: Multipolarity vs New Discourses on Global 5

Governance (2009): 51-62.

 Pape, Robert. "Soft Balancing against the United States." International Security, 30: 1 (2005): 7-45. 6

 T. V. Paul. "Soft Balancing in the Age of U.S. Primacy." International Security, 30: 1 (2005): 46-71.7

 Webber, Mark. "The Kosovo War: A Recapitulation." International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-) 85: 3 (2009): 447-59.8

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 1199. 23 September 1998. 9

 United Nations Security Council. Press Release SC/6659. 26 March 1999. 10
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The actions of NATO were seen in Russia as illegitimate and 
“[constituting] a selective defense of the interests of the leading 
western powers.”  The view in Russia gaining traction in 1998 11

and into 1999 was that Moscow’s cooperation with NATO and 
the West had ultimately amounted to sidelining Russian 
interests. There was tacit agreement between Gorbachev and 
NATO that the Soviet Union, and it was assumed, the Russian 
state that succeeded it, would have a sphere of influence in 
Central and Eastern Europe.  With the practically limited 12

advisory role given to Russia on the Permanent Joint Council 
and the subsequent enactment of NATO’s use of force in 
Kosovo despite Russian qualms, the mood in Moscow 
definitively soured towards Washington and its Western allies. In 
this way, collapsing trust in the honesty of western institutions 
within Russia led to the failure of the UN to legally legitimize the 
NATO operations going on in Kosovo. Had Russian faith in 
cooperation with the West been continued and Moscow’s 
opinion been taken more seriously in pre-operation negotiations, 
there would have been a greater chance of Russia supporting a 
UN Security Council Resolution condoning the use of force. 
Instead, souring relations between the United States and Russia 
stopped the United Nations from granting legal legitimacy to the 
operation. In short, bilateral relations left the UN sidelined while 
regional organizations like NATO and OSCE took on the central 
role. 

Trend Line of the Russo-
American Relationship 
To understand why disagreements between Russia and the 
United States are damaging the United Nations’ ability to 
function in Syria, a quick overview of the relationship provides 
helpful context. Beginning with the fall of the Soviet Union and 
the establishment of the Yeltsin government, the overall trend 
has been the cooperation of glasnost and perestroika, followed 
by a more skeptical foreign policy under Yevgeny Primakov, 
which then led to a brief warming period under the Obama-
Medvedev “Reset,” which soon curdled, putting the countries on 
the path to today’s belligerent and combative attitude towards 
one another. 

Relations between the two countries were warm following the 
declaration of the end of the Cold War at the Malta Summit.  13

Starting in 1989, there was a roughly four and a half year period 
without a single Security Council veto being used by the 
Russian Federation, a break from the USSR’s fondness for 
liberal application of the power.  In 1990, Russia and the United 14

States worked closely in the Security Council, passing 12 
different resolutions, including Resolution 678, which authorized 
military force against Saddam Hussein following the invasion of 
Kuwait.  The Security Council also authorized both no-fly zone 15

monitoring,  enforcement of the no-fly zone,  and later the 16 17

1995 NATO intervention Deliberate Force in Serbia.18

Following this post-Soviet honeymoon period, tensions began to 
rise as Russian attitudes shifted against the West. Under the 
philosophical direction of Yevgeny Primakov  and then later, 19

Vladimir Putin, Russian foreign policy began to center on using 
the international system as a tool to promote Russian interests, 
per the soft balancing arguments made by Pape and Paul.  20

Russian interests in maintaining control over Central and 
Eastern European states came up against the United States’ 
interest in expanding NATO eastwards. Spats between the two 
countries grew became common. Washington withdrew from the 
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty in 2002, drawing criticism from the 
Kremlin.  Again, Russo-American disagreements spilled into 21

 Averre, Derek. "From Pristina to Tskhinvali: The Legacy of Operation Allied Force in Russia's Relations with the West." International Affairs (Royal Institute of 11

International Affairs 1944-) 85: 3 (2009): 575-91.

 Yevgeny, Primakov. Gody v bol'shoi politike. (Moscow: Sovershenno Sekretno, 1999) p. 348. 12

 BBC. “Malta Summit Ends Cold War.” British Broadcasting Corporation. 3 December 1989. 13

 Dag Hammarskjöld Library. Security Council – Veto List. United Nations. 12 August 2016. 14

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 678. 29 November 1990. 15

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 781. 9 October 1992. 16

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 816. 31 March 1993. 17

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 836. 4 June 1993. 18

 Makarychev, Andrey, and Viatcheslav Morozov. “Multilateralism, Multipolarity, and Beyond: A Menu of Russia's Policy Strategies.” Global Governance 17: 3 19

(2011): 355.

 Quinn, Paul. “Russia’s New Icon.” Time Magazine. 9 November 1998.20

 Neilan, Terence. “Bush Pulls Out of ABM Treaty; Putin Calls Move a Mistake.” The New York Times. 13 December 2001. 21

George Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev at the Malta Summit
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the Security Council, with the United States vetoing a draft 
resolution on the extension of the UN’s Mission in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, citing fear of politicized legal reprisals against its 
peacekeepers, presumably from Russia.  This period before 22

the warming “reset” was capped off with a belligerent Russian 
veto on a 2009 extension of the UN Observation Mission in 
Georgia’s mandate, despite the draft being virtually identical to 
one that was passed by the Council the year prior.23

The relationship between Moscow and Washington thawed 
briefly under the leadership of Barack Obama and Dmitri 
Medvedev. Declaring a policy of “pursuing joint projects” and 
ensuring the “development of ties between the Russian and 
American people,” the two governments established a 
Presidential Commission.  The two countries released a joint 24

statement calling on Iran to cast off its nuclear ambitions,  25

President Obama cancelled the missile defense systems in 
Europe that had been the source of ire in Moscow,  and the two 26

leaders signed the new START Treaty, reducing the amount of 
nuclear weapons the nations fielded.  In the UN, Moscow 27

joined on to a Council Resolution that enacted further sanctions 
against Iran over its nuclear program.  Dmitri Medvedev 28

seemed to have brought a friendlier face to Russian relations 

with the West. Though if he was playing the good cop, Vladimir 
Putin, the bad cop, was on his way back. 

Following this brief period, relations again began to deteriorate. 
With the beginning of the Syrian Civil War in 2011, Russia and 
the United States found themselves backing opposite sides in 
the conflict. Moscow had a vested interest in maintaining the 
Syrian government’s grip on the country, as it assured a 
Russian foothold in the Middle East.  Following the return of 29

Vladimir Putin to the top position in the Kremlin, tit-for-tat 
legislation like the Magnitsky Act and a retaliatory Russian ban 
on Americans adopting Russian children increased tensions.  30

Russian TU-95 bombers were also intercepted over Alaska in 
2012 and the Edward Snowden Affair in 2013 further strained 
the relationship between Moscow and Washington.  In the 31

Security Council, Russia vetoed multiple tabled resolutions 
regarding a Syrian peace process. In 2014, Russia blocked a 
Security Council resolution condemning Moscow’s annexation of 
the Crimean Peninsula and the subsequent referendum on its 
withdrawal from Ukraine.  Bar a Chinese abstention, the 32

Council voted overwhelmingly for the resolution, with only 
Russia casting a “no” vote. Thus, the stage was set for the chilly 
relationship that has massively influenced the United Nations’ 
ability to undertake any meaningful action in Syria. 

The Security Council in Syria: 
Not Barking, Not Biting 
With the fact that bilateral relationships have been essential to 
United Nations function established and a general timeline of 
US-Russia relations to work from, now attention must turn to the 
effects of the relationship on the Syrian Civil War. The most 
obvious effect of American and Russian infighting has been the 
neutralization of the Security Council as a driver of meaningful 
action. Amid flying accusations, the chambers of the Security 
Council have become a sounding-board for internal division 
while accomplishing little. After Russia vetoed a Draft Resolution 
to establish a no-fly zone over Syria, for example, tensions 
flared, with American Deputy Ambassador to the United Nations 

 United Nations Security Council. Press Release: Security Council Rejects Draft Proposing Extension of United Nations Mission in Bosnia and 22

Herzegovina. 30 June 2002. 

 United Nations Security Council. Press Release: Security Council Fails to Adopt Resolution Extending Mandate of Georgia Mission for 2 Weeks, 23

as Russian Federation Votes against Text. 15 June 2009. 

 Embassy of the United States in Moscow. Obama-Medvedev Commission. 6 July 2009. 24

 Cooper, Helene. "Promises of 'Fresh Start' for U.S.-Russia Relations". The New York Times. 1 April 2009.25

 Mankoff, Jeffrey. "The Politics of US Missile Defence Cooperation with Europe and Russia". International Affairs, 88:2 (2012): 329–347.26

 The White House. The New START Treaty and Protocol. 8 April 2010. 27

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 1929. 9 June 2010. 28

 Osborn, Andrew. “Russia to build permanent Syrian naval base, eyes other outposts.” Reuters. 10 October 2016. 29

 Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act. S.284. 114th Congress.  30

 Sonne, Paul. “Snowden Asylum Hits US-Russia Relations.” The Wall Street Journal. 1 August 201331

 United Nations Security Council. Draft Resolution 2014/189. 15 March 2014. 32

Barack Obama and Dmitry Medvedev at the White House
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David Pressman accusing the Russians not only of doing 
nothing to stop the fighting, but of actively stoking the flames. 
“Today was time for the Council to act…We failed to do that 
because one of us, perversely, the current President of the 
United Nations Security Council, is intent on allowing the killing 
to continue and is, indeed, participating in it.”  33

The structure of the Security Council is the basis for why 
bilateral spats between the United States and the Russian 
Federation have such an outsize impact on the function of the 
United Nations. Because of the veto power provided to both 
states, disagreements between Moscow and Washington can 
overshadow the opinions of every other nation sitting on the 
Council at the time of a decision.  In this manner, the only 34

opinions that are functionally relevant are those of the United 
States and Russia. It does not matter if the United Kingdom, 
France, the United States, China, and all ten of the rotating 
nations agree on a resolution if Moscow decides to stonewall 
the decision. 

The Security Council has traditionally been the most powerful 
organ of the United Nations, as it is the only entity that can issue 
legally binding statements. Security Council Resolutions have 
been essential in the past, authorizing the removal of Iraq’s 
forces from Kuwait in 1990, the establishment of peacekeeping 
missions in the Former Yugoslavia, and coalition airstrikes 
against Libyan government forces in 2011, just to name a few. 
Despite the centrality of the Security Council in major decision 
making in international crisis situations in the past, the era has 
come to an abrupt end with the Syrian civil war. 

An example of seemingly unrelated event massively influencing 
the Security Council’s ability to function is Russia’s fear of 

Islamic extremism in its own southern regions. Despite Vladimir 
Putin’s attempts to reach out to the United States in cooperation 
on counter-terrorism objectives after both the September 11th 
attacks and the Boston Bombing, Washington gives little support 
to Russian officials dealing with extremism within Russia’s 
borders.  This lack of coordination pushes Russia to be more 35

acutely aware of the replacement of secular authoritarians, like 
Bashar al-Assad, with more strident religious figures. In turn, 
this forces Russia to seek the perpetuation of regimes that it 
sees as holding fast against the rising tide of Islamism that 
could pose a threat to its internal security, given the influence 
that outside Sunni extremist groups have already brought to 
bear on the Caucasus Emirate.  In a roundabout way, a gulf 36

between Moscow and Washington has severed coordination on 
counter-terrorism in the Caucasus, leading Russia to policies 
that support secular dictators in the Middle East, which then 
causes the Russian Federation to frequently and liberally apply 
its veto power to resolutions regarding Syria, leaving the United 
Nations listless in the midst of crisis. 

Disagreements between the United States and Russia spilling 
over into Syria can also be found in the history of the Arab 
Spring. “The Kremlin watched the Arab Spring in horror, seeing 
uprisings against authoritarian leaders as American conspir-
acies,” which calcified belief in Moscow that the United States 
was ultimately seeking its demise.  An article on Russia Insider 37

embodies this view in the Kremlin that Washington is seeking 
the ultimate demise of Putin’s government, claiming that 
“democracy promoters” are “planning a ‘Color Revolution’ in 
Russia.”  This fear of American meddling leads Russian policy-38

makers to seek ways to stymie these nefarious plans emanating 
from Pennsylvania Avenue and Capitol Hill; they find their outlet 
in Syria, where Russian support for the Assad regime is the key- 
and cornerstone of its survival. This Russian fear of a domino 
effect and disagreement between the two powers leads to the 
Security Council’s failure to act, as Moscow blocks and harries 
any resolution or action that might disempower the regime in 
Damascus, what it sees as a frontline representative of its own 
grasp on power.

These spillovers have forced the Security Council into the 
shadows. This year, UNSC Draft Resolution 2016/846, which 
called for a cessation of military flights over Syria and noted that 
the government’s actions “may amount to war crimes and 
crimes against humanity” failed to pass.  This resolution was 39

drafted by a group of 46 nations, but was singularly vetoed by 

 Pressman, David. “Explanation of Vote on a Security Council Resolution on Syria proposed by France and Spain”  (Remarks, New York City, 8 33

October 2016). US Mission to the United Nations. 

 United Nations. United Nations Security Council. Voting Systems and Records. 34

 Hill, Fiona. “The Limits of US Cooperation With Russia.” The Brookings Institution. 22 April 2013. 35

 Mapping Militant Organizations. “Caucasus Emirate.” Stanford University. 2016. 36

 “Why Russia is an Ally of Assad” The Economist. 30 September 2015. 37

 Panko, Rudy. “The US Is Planning a ‘Color Revolution’ in Russia: But Putin Is Ready.” Russia Insider. 28 February 2016.  38

 United Nations Security Council. Draft Resolution 2016/846. 8 October 2016. 39

The chamber of the United Nations Security Council
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the Russian Federation. These votes underline the reality that 
the Security Council can be neutered by a recalcitrant Russia, 
forcing meaningful action to become solely in the realm of 
regional organizations and state actors.  

Given all of these externalities acting as spanners in the gears 
of the Security Council, it becomes hard to see a situation in 
which the UNSC becomes a relevant actor in international 
conflict resolution again until the relationship between Moscow 
and Washington improves. Although bleak, British UN 
Ambassador Matthew Rycroft may have summed up the 
situation most cogently: “as long as there is no council unity, 
there will be no end to this war.”40

Aid Provision: Harried and 
Halted 
The second entity within the United Nations system to be 
damaged by American and Russian bickering is the provision of 
aid to Syrian citizens in the hardest hit areas of the country. 
Though it is true that the sheer amount of refugees the UN 
system has been tasked with dealing with is beyond the scope 
of its capabilities, the root cause of the crisis’ growth has been 
the lack of a united international response the situation, as 
discussed earlier. So while pointing out the failures of the UN’s 
aid agencies may seem like criticizing professionals for 
situations they cannot control, the point is that the inability of 
Russia and the United States to deal succinctly with the war has 
led directly to strain on the UNHCR and the UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA). 

The UN humanitarian response to the Syrian Civil War was 
initially satisfactory, but soon deteriorated. Under the framework 
of Syria Humanitarian Assistance Response Plan, the United 
Nations set up financing for UNOCHA and the UNHCR in Syria 
in 2013.  The next year, a Security Council Resolution passed 41

that enabled the delivery of aid through four major non-
government controlled corridors.  This framework initially 42

provided the United Nations agencies to deal with the influx of 
refugees, but as the crisis has carried on without resolution, 
money has become tighter and agencies find themselves failing 
to meet demand. In December of 2016, with less than a month 
to go until the end of the year, UNOCHA had only collected 
43.3% of the funding it needs to operate.  Given the massive 43

increase of Syrians now in its charge, failure has become an 
inevitability in the context of a deeply divided Russia and United 
States.  

Though the United Nations system had been coping, if not 
exceeding expectations during the war, 2016 brought more 
pressure to bear. In early September of 2016, a large number of 
aid groups pulled out of the UN-led aid scheme because of what 
they saw as capitulation to the demands of the Russian-backed 
Assad regime.  On September 19th, a UN and Red Crescent 44

aid convoy of trucks carrying supplies from the World Food 
Program, UNICEF, and UNHCR was stopped in rebel-held 
Urum al-Kubra when it was struck by five missiles from 
unidentified aircraft.  Anonymous American officials blamed the 45

attack on Russian aircraft that were in the area at the time of the 
attack, leading to heated exchanges and accusations between 
American and Russian diplomats.  This attack led the United 46

Nations to suspend all aid convoys in Syria for fear of their 
safety.  47

A parallel situation occurred in the Kosovo crisis involving 
attacks on international aid groups. A French-led aid convoy 
was attacked in May of 1999 by unidentified aircraft, though it 
made it safely to its destination.  Other cases of aid convoys 48

being blocked at the borders of Kosovo are highly reminiscent of 
Russian-backed Syrian forces halting aid convoys heading for 
territory of the opposition.  Just like in Kosovo, aid will not flow 49

 Reuters. “Russia Vetoes French-Drafted Resolution on Aleppo Truce.” France 24. 8 October 2016.40

 Syrian Arab Republic. “Revised Syrian Humanitarian Action Response Plan.” United Nations System. December 2013. 41

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 2165. 14 July 2014. 42

 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. “Syrian Arab Republic: Funding Status.” United Nations System. 2016. 43

 Beals, Emma and Hopkins, Nick. “Aid groups suspend cooperation with UN in Syria because of Assad 'influence'.” The Guardian. 8 September 2016. 44

 “Syria aid convoy attack: What we know.” BBC. 5 October 2016. 45

 “Russian jets carried out strike on Syria aid convoy: U.S. officials.” Reuters. 20 September 2016. 46

 “Syria conflict: UN suspends all aid after convoy hit.” BBC. 20 September 2016. 47

 “Aid convoy under attack in Kosovo.” The Irish Times. 6 May 1999. 48

 Shea, Jamie. “Press Conference.” NATO. 23 May 1999. 49

Truck from the attacked Red Crescent/UN aid convoy
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until the proxy war style bilateral tensions are smoothed and the 
United Nations can return to fully functional operation. 

This suspension of aid and the increasing difficulty of UN aid 
agencies to deal with the crisis is rooted in the bilateral failings 
of the United States and Russia. As make-or-break powers in 
the United Nations, their failure has spilled into the humanitarian 
realm. Thus, we see infighting lead to international failure to act, 
and the failure to act lead to severe consequences on the 
ground for the civilians caught in the crossfire.

Diplomatic Dead Ends 
The Security Council being rendered inert and UN aid convoys 
in Syria being halted are not the only consequences of Russo-
American infighting; the diplomatic fora of the United Nations 
have also been hard-pressed. Negotiations through the United 
Nations have almost all ended in failure due to the vagaries of 
American and Russian differences of opinion. 

In 2012, in the sunset era of the Obama-Medvedev “Reset,” 
talks between the UN Envoy Lakhdar Brahimi and Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov ended in deadlock, with the only 
major agreement being that a political solution was the only 
feasible option, as massive refugee flows flooded into Jordan 
and Lebanon.  Subsequent attempts at negotiation of a political 50

solution to the conflict have all ended the same way, abject 
failure. 

What international cooperation that has been pushed through 
the United Nations has been tepid at best. Security Council 
Resolution 2254 did establish a working group to seek 
diplomatic solutions to the crisis, but it has so far proven 
stillborn.  The negotiations undertaken in this forum were 51

“overshadowed by violence,” initiated only “half-hearted 
measures,” called the cessation of hostilities agreements as 
“[existing] in name only,” and concluded that a “diplomatic 
solution is in considerable jeopardy.”  The point returns again 52

and again; bilateral disagreements shut out every other country 
in the United Nations with a vested interest in reducing the 
human suffering in Syria. 

The diplomatic failures of Syria bear resemblance to those in 
the Kosovo Crisis, before the replacement of Yevgeny Primakov. 
Russian disagreements with Western powers led to their ardent 
support for the Former Republic of Yugoslavia, which stymied 

peace talks and drove the situation towards intervention outside 
the auspices of the UN. Russia’s support of the FRY was the 
backing that propped up its campaign against Kosovo, just like 
the Kremlin’s support of the Assad regime. International 
cooperation in Kosovo did not become a reality until the hard-
liners, embodied by Primakov, were removed from the 
process.  The lesson to be learned in the Syrian context is that 53

international cooperation is unlikely to succeed until major shifts 
in policy.

Seeking substantiation for the claim that Russian concerns 
outside of Syria are responsible for Moscow’s actions within the 
country, one can turn to Sergey Lavrov’s comments on the 
reason he called for no more unilateral pauses of negotiations. 
Instead of pointing to the massive toll being extracted from the 
civilian population by the fighting, he cited Jabhat al-Nusra’s use 
of the pauses to consolidate their position within the country, 
which he blamed the United States for facilitating.  This 54

suggests Russia’s concerns about the rise of Islamist groups 
within the Middle East and their potential support of extremists 
in Chechnya and the Caucasus are the main concern. The more 
power consolidated by the extremist groups that oppose the 
secular government in Damascus, the higher the risk for 
spillover into Russian enclaves of separatism. Given a lack of 
American interest in cooperation on the issue, stemming from 
poor bilateral relations, diplomatic efforts have collapsed as 
Russia goes its own way. 

From Bilateral Bickering to 
Institutional Failure 
This paper has demonstrated first that the success or failure of 
the United Nations to fulfill its goals hinges almost entirely on 
bilateral relationships between Moscow and Washington. From 
the Kosovo Crisis of the late 1990’s to the Syrian Civil War, we 
have seen that when relations are strong between the two 
countries, the United Nations is able to undertake meaningful 
action to address international crises, like cooperation in 
Yugoslavia and initial cooperation on setting up a peace 
process. On the flip-side, when there is a chill between the two 
countries, the Security Council loses its potency, UN aid and 
development agencies take a hit, and the diplomatic fora of the 
United Nations become more like a viper pit. Externalities shape 
the way countries act, and the way that countries act shapes the 
efficacy of the United Nations.  

 Lally, Kathy and Will Englund. “Russia blames Syrian opposition for failure to halt conflict.” The Washington Post. 29 December 2012. 50

 United Nations Security Council. Resolution 2254. 18 December 2015. 51

 International Syria Support Group (ISSG). The Syria Institute. June 2016. 52

 Frontline. “Interview: Chernomyrdin, Victor” Public Broadcasting Corporation. 53

 Embassy of the Russian Federation, Washington D.C. “Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s remarks at the 71st session of the UN General Assembly, New York.” 54
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