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D 

onald Trump’s election 
as US president raises 
the prospect the United 
States will pull out of the 
nuclear pact it signed 

last year with Iran, alienating Wash-
ington from its allies and potential-
ly freeing Iran to act on its suspect-
ed nuclear weapons ambitions.

US President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration touted the deal, a leg-
acy foreign policy achievement, as 
a way to suspend Tehran’s assumed 
drive to develop nuclear weap-
ons. In return Obama, a Democrat, 
agreed to lifting most economic 
sanctions.

The deal, harshly opposed by Re-
publicans in Congress, was reached 
as a political commitment rather 
than a treaty ratified by lawmak-
ers, making it vulnerable to a new 
US president, such as Trump, who 
might disagree with its terms.

A Republican, Trump ran for the 
White House opposing the deal but 
contradictory statements made it 
unclear how he would act. Trump 
will succeed Obama on January 
20th.

A businessman-turned-politician 
who has never held public office, 
Trump called the nuclear pact a 
“disaster” and “the worst deal ever 
negotiated” and said it could lead 
to a “nuclear holocaust”.

In a speech to the pro-Israel lobby 
American Israel Public Affairs Com-
mittee (AIPAC) in March, Trump 
declared that his “number one pri-
ority” would be to “dismantle the 
disastrous deal with Iran”. He said 
he would have negotiated a better 
deal, with longer restrictions, but 
somewhat paradoxically, he criti-

cised remaining US sanctions that 
prevent American companies from 
dealing with Iran.

By contrast, he conceded it would 
be hard to destroy a deal enshrined 
in a UN resolution. In August 2015, 
he said he would not “rip up” the 
nuclear deal but that he would 
“police that contract so tough they 
don’t have a chance”. Iran denies 
ever having considered developing 
nuclear weapons but experts said 
any US violation of the deal would 
allow Iran to pull back from its com-
mitments to curb nuclear develop-
ment.

Those commitments include re-
ducing the number of centrifuges 
by two-thirds, capping its level of 
uranium enrichment well below 
the level needed for bomb-grade 
material, reducing its enriched ura-
nium stockpile from around 10,000 
kg to 300 kg for 15 years and sub-
mitting to international inspections 
to verify its compliance.

“Say goodbye to the Iran deal,” 
said Richard Nephew, a former US 
negotiator with Iran now at Colum-
bia University.

“There is very little likelihood 
that it stays, either because of a 
deliberate decision to tear it up by 
Trump or steps that the US takes 
that prompt an Iranian walk back.”

Behrouz Kamalvandi, spokes-
man of the Atomic Energy Organi-
sation of Iran, was quoted as saying 
by Tasnim news agency: “Iran is 
prepared for any change.” He added 
that Iran would try to stand by the 
deal.

The nuclear deal was divisive in 
Iran, with hardliners opposed to 
better relations with the West argu-
ing that pragmatist Iranian Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani was giving up 
too much of the country’s nuclear 

infrastructure for too little relief.
Rohani said the US election re-

sults would have no effect on Teh-
ran’s policies, state news agency 
IRNA quoted him as saying.

Some of Washington’s closest 
Middle East allies have been scepti-
cal of the nuclear deal. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu has 
been outright hostile. Gulf leaders 
say the deal emboldened Iran’s pur-
suit of regional hegemony in part 
through support for proxy groups 
fuelling regional conflicts.

Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, whose power su-
persedes that of Rohani, regularly 
criticises the United States and says 
it should not be trusted but ulti-
mately assented to the terms of the 
deal, known as the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

“The big winner in the aftermath 
of a Trump victory is Iran’s supreme 
leader,” said Suzanne Maloney, a 
foreign policy expert at the Brook-

ings Institution.
“He will have the most cartoon-

ish American enemy, he will exult 
in the (hopefully brief) crash of the 
American economy and he will be 
able to walk away from Iran’s obli-
gations under the JCPOA while pin-
ning the responsibility on Washing-
ton.”

Further complicating any Trump 
effort to renegotiate the deal is that 
it is a multilateral agreement in-
volving US allies in Europe as well 
as fellow world powers Russia and 
China. European and Asian firms 
have been returning to Iran and 
making major investments there, 
meaning the United States would 
likely be alone in pulling out of the 
deal, possibly isolating it from its 
partners.

The head of gas, renewables and 
power for French oil and gas com-
pany Total TOTF.PA in Iran said 
Trump’s election would have no ef-
fect on investments.

Khamenei has promised to “set 
fire” to the nuclear deal if the West 
violates it. Iran has repeatedly 
complained it has not received the 
benefits promised. Though Euro-
pean companies have been eager to 
explore business prospects in Iran, 
few deals have been enacted, in 
part because European banks have 
been reluctant to finance deals in-
volving Iran.

“As to whether he can negotiate a 
‘better’ deal, it takes two (or seven) 
sides to agree to begin that process, 
something I rate as highly unlikely,” 
said Zachary Goldman, executive 
director of the Center on Law and 
Security at New York University and 
a former US Treasury official.

“And if we walk away from the 
deal I think we will be in the worst 
of all worlds. Iran will feel freed 
from its commitments and we may 
be blamed for the deal falling apart.”
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Erdogan hopes for a new negotiation process with Trump

T
he United States’ 
choice of Donald 
Trump for president is 
by far the most 
powerful game 
changer in the political 

algorithms of international 
politics. It places Turkey at the 
epicentre of the prospective 
effects of the shattering vote.

Trump’s victory is the crowning 
moment of the rise of populism, 
isolationism and divisive stances, 
which places the United States on 
the same page with other coun-
tries eclipsed by the trend of 
elected authoritarianism.

That Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan did not immedi-
ately join those who congratu-
lated Trump may be a harbinger of 
a new era between Ankara and 
Washington.

“I want to interpret it (the 
election result) favourably. I hope 
for a new beginning,” Erdogan 
said coldly, hours after the 
declared victory of Trump.

Erdogan clearly hopes for an 
improved negotiation process 
with Trump. His office later issued 
a statement, saying that Erdogan 
called the US president-elect and 
underlined his desire for a new 
chapter.

Nothing odd about this. 
Problems are so intense that not 
even a transactional partnership 
functions properly between the 

two allies. Over the past three or 
four years, a pattern of deteriora-
tion of the relations was clearly 
noted.

Rifts have deepened; major 
disagreements on regional issues 
— Syria, Iraq, the Kurds’ role in the 
fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) — and Erdogan’s open 
political flirtation with Russia 
have strained the military 
cooperation to the extremes.

That only 48 hours before the 
American vote, Ankara was 
visited hastily by the chairman of 
the US Joint Chiefs of Staff to a 
crisis meeting is quite telling. The 
Americans made clear to the 
Turks that Kurdish combat troops 
will be key in the assault on 
Raqqa, with large-scale weaponry 
delivered to them, turning down 
Turkish demands exclude Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
which Ankara sees as the Syrian 
arm of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) that is fighting for 
Kurdish self-rule in Turkey.

This strategic choice of Kurds, 
along with other elements 
alienating Ankara, both in Syria 
and Iraq, infuriated Turkey’s 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government, leading to 
Turkish accusations that Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s administra-
tion was aiding and abetting 
terror. However, it is known that 
Trump also has a rather solid view 
for further cooperation with the 
Kurds in the region.

Another item on the agenda is 
related to the botched coup in 
July, which the Turkish presi-
dent’s men accuse Fethullah 
Gulen, a cleric who lives in 

self-exile in Pennsylvania, and the 
United States of being behind.

Erdogan at every public appear-
ance repeats the demand that 
Gulen be extradited to Turkey. In 
an initial reaction to the US 
election result, Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim, Erdogan’s 
right-hand man, said: “I call the 
new president openly to extradite 
the head of this terror organisa-
tion. If you do it rapidly, this will 
be a new start, a new page in our 
relations.”

What hard evidence has been 
offered by Ankara to Washington 
remains murky, as Americans 
have repeatedly referred to a “due 
legal process”. How Trump will 
react to this pressure is difficult to 
predict.

What more than anything else 
explains the cold-hearted words 
of Erdogan is an issue that has 
occupied his mind for nine 
months, placed as the sharpest 
thorn in Turkish-American 
relations. It is known as the Zarrab 
case, named after Reza Zarrab, an 
Iranian-born gold trader with 
Turkish citizenship arrested in 
Florida.

He, his brother and several 
others stand charged of conspir-
ing to conduct hundreds of 
millions of dollars in financial 
transactions for the Iranian 
government or other entities to 
evade US sanctions. In 2013, he 
was detained by authorities in 
Turkey as part of a wide-ranging 
corruption investigation of 
businessmen with close ties to 
Erdogan, but later released.

Erdogan had the Turkish leg of 
the graft cases closed by brute 

intervention, having its prosecu-
tors jailed, but is apparently 
helpless as he and his close 
relatives’ names are reported to be 
included in the case unfolding in a 
federal court in New York. Turkish 
Justice Minister Bekir Bozdag 
visited his counterpart in Wash-
ington and demanded that Zarrab 
be sent to Turkey “because he is a 
Turkish citizen”.

The Zarrab case, with possible 
legal ramifications for Erdogan, 
will remain at the epicentre of the 
bilateral agenda.

The upcoming Erdogan-Trump 
dialogue will be very personal 
because here are two leaders who 
take almost everything person-
ally, with a lot of common fea-
tures.

Defiant to established rules, 
impulsive and temperamental, 
populist and patriarchal, intoler-
ant of dissent and extremely 
business-minded, they will give 
their personal interests a high 
priority.

It may lead them to speak the 
same language but not necessarily 
for the better of overall conditions 
gnawing at the Middle East. One 
major conflict is Trump’s well-
known pledges to limit and screen 
Muslim immigrants which 
enraged Erdogan.

The future of Turkish-American 
relations is uncertain, but all the 
cards will again be on the table for 
rather undiplomatic horse trading 
when Erdogan and Trump shake 
hands.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journal-
ist and occasional contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.
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