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Former German diplomat Paul von Maltzahn:
Spectre of Trump haunts Europe’s bid to keep Iran deal intact

Beirut

I
ranian oil sales to Europe 
have reached 700,000 
barrels a day, nearly 
one-third of the Islamic 
Republic’s overall crude 
exports and more than 
levels before the European 
Union and the United States 

tightened financial and energy 
sanctions in 2012, when Europe 
began a boycott of Iranian oil.

EU coordination with the 
United States extended from these 
sanctions to negotiating the 2015 
Iranian nuclear agreement known 
as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA). Earlier, without US 
support, Europe had failed in 2003-
05 to reach an agreement with Iran 
limiting its atomic programme.

EU-US coordination is now 
again in doubt. US President 
Donald Trump’s notion of “making 
America great” and his Twitter 
diplomacy eschew multilateralism 
and have sent a chill through 
Europe, where institutions such 
as the European Union and NATO 
have been decades in the making.

Around the world, some leaders, 
including Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, seek a go-it-
alone relationship with Trump.

More than most countries, 
Germany has stood firm for 
multilateralism. Chancellor Angela 
Merkel is cautious of Trump but 
has sent Christoph Heusgen, her 
long-trusted adviser, and Peter 
Wittig, Germany’s US ambassador, 
to look into the new US president’s 
intentions with meetings in New 
York and Washington.

Paul von Maltzahn, a vastly 
experienced diplomat who is 
a former German ambassador 
to Egypt, Iran, Indonesia and 
Iraq, told The Arab Weekly in an 
interview: “The first contacts were 
laid rather late. We’re awaiting 
more detail, making the most of 
what we know.”

Berlin is concerned about 
Trump’s attitude towards NATO 
and the JCPOA, which during the 
presidential election campaign he 
denounced as “the worst deal ever 
negotiated”.

Von Maltzahn stressed the 
multilateral nature of the JCPOA, 

signed by Iran and six world 
powers — the United States, 
Russia, China, Britain, France and 
Germany.

“Up to now,” said von Maltzahn, 
“Trump has shown he can 
repudiate earlier positions, but 
on Iran it seems he has to do 
something new, and (in signalling 
a tougher approach) he’s in line 
with the majority of the Republican 
Party. He can, of course, increase 
sanctions (unilaterally).”

Von Maltzahn said he has no 
doubt this would endanger the 
nuclear agreement, with Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani already 
“under fire” at home and facing 
re-election in May. He stressed, 
however, that the European 
signatories, including Germany, 
would encourage Tehran to stay 
within the JCPOA, come what may.

“This is definite,” he said. “All 
of us are convinced it’s the best 
deal we could get. It took a long 
time and was possible because the 
Obama administration saw the 
benefit of a deal.”

The former ambassador said 
he was sceptical of the proposal 
kicking around Washington to 
somehow broaden the JCPOA 
to include issues such as Iran’s 
regional role or its human rights 
record.

“Germany would like progress 
on human rights,” he said, “but 
let’s remember that disentangling 
Iran’s nuclear programme from 
other matters made the agreement 
possible.”

Neither is it clear to von Maltzahn 
— as is also floated in Washington 
— how Trump might use a new 
relationship with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to squeeze Iran or 
even to squeeze Europe.

“Europe’s first priority is NATO,” 
said von Maltzahn. “On this we’re 
all united and we can only lose if 
the US attitude changes.

“What can the Americans offer 
Putin? They can acquiesce with 
the situation in Ukraine. But Iran is 
different: In the Middle East, Putin 
has his foot in front.

“For world opinion, he’s 
acted while the Americans have 
remained on the sidelines,”von 
Maltzahn said. “It’s a prestige game 
for Putin, and he’s back in world 
politics.”

Von Maltzahn admitted that 
Berlin was puzzled by Trump. 

“He stresses economic issues and, 
when you consider what he’s been 
saying about China, you wonder if 
commercial aspects dominate his 
political thinking.

“What makes me wary are these 
signs that he’s unwilling to take 
advice from people with whom he’s 
not already struck up a personal 
relationship.”

As Iran’s oil again flows to 
Europe, and with Total of France 
and Anglo-Dutch Shell signing 
agreements to develop Iranian oil 
and gas fields, Europe’s economic 
interests are growing in Iran.

While Germany is ill disposed by 
history to welcome a world where 
each country grabs what it can, 
Europe hardly seems a bastion of 
stability.

Britain has barely begun planning 
for Brexit, France has a presidential 
election in April and much of 

Eastern Europe — including 
Poland’s right-wing nationalist 
government — is alarmed by 
Trump’s praise of Putin.

Germany faces a general election 
in the autumn with the far-right 
Alternative for Germany party 
rising in the polls.

“We’re all taken up with our own 
problems,” said von Maltzahn.

“Chancellor Merkel is looking 
over her shoulder, given the lack 
of enthusiasm for refugee policies, 
and we’ll soon have a new Foreign 
minister (Frank-Walter Steinmeier 
stands down to become president 
in February).

“On Iran and other matters, it’s 
hard to see major new steps, other 
than on the tactical level.”

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 
Financial Times from 2003-07.
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German Economy Minister Sigmar Gabriel (R) and his Iranian 
counterpart Ali Tayebnia talk during a conference in Tehran last 
October.                                                                                                     (Reuters)

Would Tillerson benefit US policy in the Middle East?

R
elations between 
Russia and Rex 
Tillerson, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
pick to be secretary of 
State, have rightly 

come under scrutiny but parts of 
Tillerson’s testimony before the 
US Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee concerning the Middle 
East reflect an incomplete 
understanding of a chaotic region 
certain to challenge the new 
administration.

The former chief executive 
officer of ExxonMobil told the 
committee the need to continue 
US efforts to defeat the Islamic 
State (ISIS) should be the “fore-
most priority” of the administra-
tion. Trump spoke repeatedly 
during his campaign about the 
necessity of defeating ISIS and 
Tillerson’s focus on counter-ISIS 
efforts was unsurprising.

Tillerson’s remarks on ISIS and 
Syria also raised questions. He 

argued that the United States 
should postpone a decision about 
the future of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad until ISIS is elimi-
nated. That idea is certainly in 
line with the focus on defeating 
terrorism that Trump put forward 
during the campaign and in the 
weeks leading up to the inaugura-
tion. However, such a policy is 
deeply misguided and ignores 
crucial realities.

Assad’s brutal crackdown on his 
people facilitated ISIS’s rise in 
Syria. In turn, he has benefited 
from the terror group’s presence 
in his country; Russia’s interven-
tion in Syria, which was nominally 
meant to counter ISIS, has, in 
practice, helped bolster Assad and 
weakened Syrian opposition 
forces.

Tillerson questioned why the 
United States should pursue 
Assad’s overthrow when the 
make-up of a post-regime 
governance structure is unclear. 
Rather than reflect smart policy, 
this position serves to conveni-
ently excuse Assad’s war crimes 
in Syria while playing into the 
hands of ISIS and other extremist 
groups.

Tillerson’s understanding of the 

need for careful US manoeuvring 
in Syria also seemed to fall short 
as he said the United States 
should “recommit” to its “great-
est” ally in the coalition fight 
against ISIS, namely the Syrian 
Kurds. However, US cooperation 
with the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), a militia of the Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party (PYD), 
threatens to antagonise Turkey. 
Turkey says the PYD is part of the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
which both the United States and 
Turkey designate as a terrorist 
group.

Turkey has lashed out in recent 
weeks at the United States for its 
support for the YPG and Turkey’s 
Foreign minister has said he 
hoped the Trump administration 
would sever cooperation with the 
group. While Tillerson praised the 
US-Turkey relationship in the 
hearing, his remarks on the YPG 
could have certainly been viewed 
by Turkey as inflammatory.

Some have asserted that 
Tillerson possesses the diplo-
matic experience and bureau-
cratic expertise needed to 
succeed as secretary of State 
because of his years with Exxon-
Mobil. However, many of his 

remarks during the Senate 
hearing suggested a lack of 
nuanced understanding of the 
complexities facing US policy in 
the Middle East.

While Tillerson repeatedly 
referenced the need for stability 
in the region, he failed to 
acknowledge that responsible US 
engagement (as opposed to 
disengagement or a purely 
counterterror-focused agenda), 
good governance and respect for 
human rights in the region are 
necessary elements for regional 
stability.

The Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee appeared deeply 
divided over Tillerson’s confirma-
tion. Notably, committee chair-
man, Senator Bob Corker, R-Ten-
nessee, said he would seek a full 
floor vote to confirm Tillerson if 
the committee votes “no”. 
Whether through a committee or 
floor vote, should Tillerson 
become Trump’s secretary of 
State, he will face a difficult road 
ahead in the Middle East.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle 
East.
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