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Republican-led opposition unlikely to scuttle Iran deal
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

I 

ntensive lobbying is under 
way in Washington by pro-
ponents and opponents of 
the Iran nuclear deal. The US 
Congress has begun a 60-day 

review process that will end with a 
resolution to either approve or re-
ject the deal.

Facing nearly unanimous Re-
publican opposition, US President 
Barack Obama, a Democrat, is hop-
ing that enough Democrats sup-
port him to prevent a veto-proof 
two-thirds majority against the 
deal. And Obama is counting on the 
American public to persuade reluc-
tant Democrats to side with him.

Although the vote is expected to 
be close, Obama is likely to prevail.

Republicans were quick to de-
nounce the Iran nuclear agreement 
before they even read it. Every Re-
publican leader in Congress and 
nearly every Republican presiden-
tial candidate sharply criticised 
the deal. Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., accused 
the Obama administration of want-
ing to reach “the best deal accept-
able to Iran rather than actually ad-
vancing our national goal of ending 
Iran’s nuclear programme”.

Senator Tom Cotton, R-Ark., said 
the deal would give Iran billions of 
dollars to finance terrorism against 
the United States and its allies and 
would ultimately “pave the way for 

Iran to obtain a nuclear weapon”.
During testimony before the 

Senate Foreign Relations Commit-
tee on July 23rd, US Secretary of 
State John Kerry was the object of 
personal scorn. Committee Chair-
man Bob Corker, R-Tenn., who is 
normally measured in his com-
ments, told Kerry that he had been 
“fleeced” in the negotiations. Sena-
tor Jim Risch, R-Idaho, told Kerry 
that he had been “bamboozled”.

Kerry gave a spirited defence 
of the agreement. Addressing ac-
cusations that the administration 
“failed to obtain a better deal”, 

Kerry said it was unrealistic to in-
sist on Iran’s “complete capitula-
tion” as many wanted. He said Iran 
has extensive knowledge of the 
nuclear fuel cycle and “we can’t 
bomb” or sanction “this knowl-
edge away”.

Kerry warned that if Congress 
rejected the nuclear agreement 
it would mean the United States 
would be “walking away from 
every one of the restrictions we 
have achieved” and would be giv-
ing Iran “a green light to double the 
pace of its uranium enrichment”.  
Kerry said the deal was “the best 

chance we have to solve this prob-
lem through peaceful means”.

Obama has said that, while he 
welcomes a “robust debate” on the 
merits of the agreement, he would 
veto a resolution of disapproval. 
Opponents of the deal would need 
a two-thirds majority to override 
the veto. 

This translates to 290 votes in the 
House and 67 votes in the Senate. 
As Republicans control both hous-
es of Congress, they are assured of 
simple majorities but they say they 
can persuade enough Democrats 
to oppose the president and reach 
a two-thirds majority. Although 
Republicans may succeed in reach-
ing 290 votes in the House, get-
ting two-thirds of the Senate will 
be much more difficult. Obama is 
looking to muster 34 votes from 
Senate Democrats to prevent a veto 
override but the lobbying efforts on 
both sides have been intense and 
likely will remain so.

 The White House is expected to 
maintain a sustained campaign in 
favour of the agreement until Con-
gress votes on it in mid-September. 
The agreement’s opponents, mean-
while, have started a major televi-
sion advertising campaign against 
it.

Polls of the American people on 
the issue have been mixed. A Wash-
ington Post/ABC poll indicated 56% 
of Americans questioned said they 
support the nuclear agreement, 
while 37% oppose it. But a Pew Re-
search Center poll showed of the 
79% of American respondents who 

said they had heard of the agree-
ment, 48% disapproved of it and 
38% approved of it.

The discrepancy lies in how the 
question was framed. The Pew poll 
asked people if they had heard of 
the agreement and “from what you 
know, do you approve or disap-
prove?”  The Washington Post/ABC 
poll asked a longer question: “As 
you may know, the US and other 
countries have announced a deal to 
lift economic sanctions against Iran 
in exchange for Iran agreeing not to 
produce nuclear weapons. Inter-
national inspectors would monitor 
Iran’s facilities, and if Iran is caught 
breaking the agreement, economic 
sanctions would be imposed again. 
Do you support or oppose this 
agreement?”

Senator Marco Rubio, R-Fla., 
and a presidential candidate, said 
Senate Democrats face a “stark 
choice”: stand with Obama on 
the nuclear deal or stand with the 
American people. Obama is hoping 
there is not much daylight between 
Senate Democrats and the Ameri-
can people, at least as expressed in 
the Washington Post/ABC poll. But 
he will need to continue to press 
the agreement’s merits to ensure 
victory.

US Republican presidential candidate Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, 
talks to demonstrators across from the White House in 
Washington, on July 23, 2015.
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R-Ark., said the deal 
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finance terrorism

US Congress divided on aid levels to Tunisia
Support for the Arab world’s only democracy however remains strong

Amal Mudallali

Washington

A  

soon-to-be released 
poll by the Washing-
ton-based Internation-
al Republican Institute 
(IRI) indicated that Tu-

nisians “are not in a great mood”. 
And this was before they heard 
the news that the US Senate voted 
to cut $50 million from the $134.4 
million that US President Barack 
Obama’s administration requested 
for Tunisia for the fiscal year 2016. 
The House of Representatives had 
approved the administration’s re-
quest.

Tunisians might think the sup-
portive rhetoric they heard during 
President Beji Caid Essebsi’s visit 
in May had evaporated and that, in 
the words of a Tunisian diplomat 
in Washington, “Tunisia’s success 
is taken for granted in the world, 
especially in the US.”

But the story is not that simple. 
American support for Tunisia has 
not vanished, either within the 
administration or in Congress. 
Support was very visible during a 
July 14th hearing on Tunisia in the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee 
when the chairwoman of the Sub-
committee on the Middle East and 
North Africa, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, 
R-Fla., said “the stability of Tuni-
sia and the viability of its demo-
cratic transition is not only strate-
gically important to the US and the 
region but to all of us who believe 
in democracy”.

Rep. Ted Deutch, D-Fla., ech-
oed the sentiment, saying it is in 
the national security interests of 
the United States to assist Tunisia 
militarily, economically, politically 
and socially. He lauded Tunisia’s 
progress since 2011.

IRI President Mark Green, who 
testified at the House hearing, said 
“While we cannot and should not 
choose Tunisia’s path ourselves, 
where a country has taken coura-
geous steps to shape its own future 
— a future that is democratic and 
which respects human liberty — I 
believe it is in our vital interests to 
come forward and support them”.

Bipartisan support was reflected 
in the House vote to approve the 
full $134.4 million in assistance 
requested by the administration, a 
$50 million increase from the pre-
vious fiscal year. 

But the Senate approved only 
$86.9 million for Tunisia.  Both 
houses of Congress must agree on 
the amount before the legislation 
becomes law.

The Senate’s vote was not re-
ceived well by Tunisia’s friends in 
Washington, especially democracy 
promotion advocates who hope 
the Tunisian model will show the 
way for other states.

William Lawrence, president of 
the American Tunisian Association 
(ATA), said the Senate was sending 
“the wrong message at the wrong 
time and in the wrong way”.

But observers said the Senate’s 
action has nothing to do with de-
clining support for Tunisia and 
everything to do with domestic 
American politics.

Everybody you speak with in 
Washington insists that the cut is 
due “primarily for budgetary rea-
sons”, said Stephen McInerney, 
executive director for the Project 
on the Middle East Democracy 
(POMED). But he said he was sur-
prised that “no one on the appro-
priations committee in the Senate 
took the initiative and advocated 
for Tunisia to get what it needed”.

So the “default was to give the 
same amount as last year”, he 
said, adding that he considers it an 
“oversight”.

McInerney and others said they 
find it hard to believe that the Sen-
ate could not find the additional 
funds for Tunisia. He suggested 
trimming Egypt’s aid, which to-
tals $1.3 billion, to meet Tunisia’s 
need. He said doing so would 
be “taking away from a state  
that is moving in the wrong direc-
tion”.

Although Tunisia has many sup-
porters in the Senate, none spoke 
out openly in favour of the aid in-
crease. 

The issue will come up again in 
the autumn when the House and 
Senate must reach agreement on 
the aid amount. Already, Tunisia’s 

friends — as well as its ambassador 
in Washington — are lobbying sen-
ators. In the meantime, there are 
concerns about Tunisia expressed 
in Congress, even by the North Af-
rican country’s supporters.

Deutch, for example, said “Tu-
nisia cannot complete its demo-
cratic transition and fully stabilise 
if the economy does not grow” 
and called for a more open econ-
omy.

McInerney said that fighting 
terrorism must not lead to rolling 
back progress in democracy and 
freedoms. He pointed to “alarming 
steps” in Tunisia’s new anti-terror-
ism law. Deutch agreed, saying he 
hopes that Tunisia “does not sac-
rifice its progress in the name of 
security”.

The next few months will be 
critical in determining the level of 
support Tunisia receives from the 
United States and this depends 
on the steps that its government 
takes. The democratic transition in 
Tunisia must be perceived as mov-
ing forward in order for the sup-
port to swell and the aid to flow.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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