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Tough words
and dangerous
scenarios between
the US and Iran

Mixed messages. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley speaks about the Iran nuclear
deal at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, on September 5.
(Reuters)

Iranian nuclear deal
in trouble as Tillerson
tries to avoid collapse
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

mid signs that US President Donald Trump is
looking to scrap the Iranian nuclear deal, the
United States’ European
allies are throwing their weight behind US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, a prominent supporter of the
agreement within a divided administration.
Trump is obliged by US law to
tell Congress every three months
whether Iran has been following
the rules of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the
2015 landmark treaty designed to
prevent Tehran from developing
nuclear weapons. The next report is
due October 15. US officials critical
of the agreement between Iran and
the United States, Russia, China,
France, Britain, Germany and the
European Union say the deal puts
US security interests at risk.

While there is no
doubt the Iran deal
has its
shortcomings, an
exit by the United
States could enable
the Iranians to strike
a deal with Russia,
China and the
European powers.
In the two most recent reports to
Congress, the State Department certified Iran was complying with the
agreement but the upcoming report
could be different. Trump has been
very critical of the Iran deal, which
some officials say has emboldened
Tehran to embark on disruptive action throughout the Middle East,
flush with money coming to the
country because of a phase-out of
sanctions under the treaty.
Trump told the Wall Street Journal in July he expected the next
State Department report to say that
Iran had acted against the agreement. “If it was up to me, I would
have had them non-compliant 180
days ago,” he said, adding that Tillerson did not share his view. “It’s
easier to say they comply. It’s a lot

easier but it’s the wrong thing. They
don’t comply,” Trump said.
Nikki Haley, the US ambassador to
the United Nations and a vocal critic
of the Iran deal in Trump’s cabinet,
said the Iran deal had “so many
flaws that it’s tempting to leave it.”
Speaking September 5 at a panel of
the American Enterprise Institute
(AEI), a conservative think-tank in
Washington, she warned Iran could
become “the next North Korea” if
Tehran’s nuclear ambitions were
not checked.
Haley accused the Iranian government of banking on the fact that the
international community regarded
the nuclear agreement as essential
for world peace. “They are threatening the entire world because the
entire world thinks the JCPOA is untouchable but it’s not,” she said.
The UN ambassador admitted
that America’s European allies
wanted to save the agreement but
said the United States had to look
out for itself. “Our job is not to make
sure that Europeans are happy with
us,” she said. “Our job is to make
sure we’re keeping the American
public safe.”
In contrast to Haley, Tillerson,
Secretary of Defence James Mattis
and national security adviser H.R.
McMaster argue that the United
States should stick with the Iran
agreement. Their position received
a boost in late August when the
United Nations’ nuclear watchdog
said in a report that international
inspectors did not find evidence of
Iranian violations of the agreement.
“The administration is divided,”
said Allen Keiswetter, a former deputy assistant secretary of state for
near eastern affairs and a scholar at
the Middle East Institute in Washington. Keiswetter warned that declaring Iran to be in non-compliance
carried the risk of separating the
United States from its allies in Europe. “This opens all sorts of opportunities for the Iranians to play the
allies against the US,” he said.
European officials, concerned
that a collapse of the JCPOA could
lead to an international nuclear crisis, are keen to support Tillerson.
“If he wants to make the Iranians
adhere to every last comma [of the
treaty], he will have the British, the
French and us on his side,” a senior
German official said under condition of anonymity. “We have to prevent the agreement from blowing

up in our faces.”
Keiswetter said that, while there
was no doubt the Iran deal had its
shortcomings, an exit by the United
States could enable the Iranians
to strike a deal with Russia, China
and the European powers. “The US
would be standing alone,” he said.
Haley’s AEI speech offered a
glimpse at a possible way for the
administration to move forward
despite its inner divisions and the
pressure from allies. She said a refusal by Trump to confirm that Iran
followed the deal would not automatically mean that the United
States would turn its back on the
agreement as a whole. If Trump
declares Iran in non-compliance,
Congress has two months to
decide whether to reimpose
unilateral US sanctions
against Tehran. This procedure would buy the administration time.
Keiswetter said he did
not believe such a
course would provide a way out for
the Trump administration.
“The
agreement would
not be dead” after
a declaration of
non-compliance
by the United
States, he said,
but the United
States would still
break with its allies in an important question.
In
essence,
Keiswetter said,
it was better for
Washington “to accept what we have and
move on to seek to improve it.”

If it was up to me,
I would have had
them non-compliant
180 days ago.
US President
Donald Trump

D

espite having certified twice to the US
Congress that Iran
is in compliance
with the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA), US
President Donald Trump and his
UN ambassador, Nikki Haley, seem
determined to deny certification in
October, even if evidence of Iranian
non-compliance is lacking.
Under US law, the president must
report to Congress every 90 days on
whether Iran is complying with the
terms of the nuclear deal.
Trump seemed to put aside
his strong opposition to the Iran
nuclear deal — a key issue in his
campaign for president — and focus
instead on Iranian behaviour in
the region that Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and other
Sunni Arab countries, as well as
Israel, had long worried about.
At some point over the summer,
however, Trump refocused on
opposition to the nuclear deal. In
July, he very reluctantly certified
to Congress, based on advice from
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and
national security adviser H.R. McMaster that Iran was in compliance.
Tillerson and McMaster told
Trump there was no strong evidence that Iran was not in compliance and to claim otherwise would
damage US relations with its allies
and be in violation of a UN Security
Council resolution that has strong
international backing.
Shortly after certification,
Trump told the Wall Street Journal that he “did not expect”
Iran would be considered to be
in compliance by October and,
in August, he said Tehran was not “living
up to the spirit of
the agreement.”
Haley supported this position
and said the
nuclear deal
should not be
“too big to fail”
and that Iran
must be held
accountable for
its missile programme, its support for terrorism
and its human
rights record. In
the meantime, Trump
ordered an interagency
review of the nuclear
deal.
The tough words were
matched by equally
harsh rhetoric coming out of Tehran. Iran
warned Trump not to
apply additional sanctions on their country,
with one official claiming that Tehran could
restart its nuclear
programme in five
days if the deal broke
down. (This comment
was more bravado than
reality because of current restrictions.) Even
Iranian President Hassan Rohani,
who wants the deal to succeed,

was defiant, probably to protect his
political flank inside Iran.
In late August and early September, Haley was in Vienna for
a meeting with the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the
UN body charged with monitoring the nuclear deal. She tried to
convince the IAEA to “pursue every
angle possible” to monitor Iran’s
activities, including inspections
of military sites. However, under
the terms of the deal, the IAEA can
only visit military sites if there is
credible evidence of activity related
to the nuclear programme at those
locations.
In its latest quarterly report,
the IAEA said Iran was following
the terms of the deal, including
limiting uranium enrichment to a
low level. The State Department,
under Tillerson’s stewardship, has
stated that the United States has
“full confidence” in the IAEA and
its “highly skilled and professional
inspectors.”
Nonetheless, after returning
from Vienna, Haley said Congress
should debate whether the nuclear
deal was in US national security interests — even though Congress did
so. She said if Trump finds that Iran
is not in compliance, “we would
move beyond the narrow technicalities” of the deal and “look at the
big picture.”
Such a move could take the
United States and the Middle East
region down a very slippery slope.
A report of non-compliance, even if
based on dubious assertions from
Trump, could lead Congress to
reimpose US sanctions on Iran that
were lifted under the terms of the
agreement.
Although the other members
of the P5+1 countries — the five
permanent members of the UN
Security Council plus Germany —
which were part of the deal could
still adhere to it, hardliners in Iran
who never liked the deal to begin
with because it severely restricts
Tehran’s nuclear capabilities could
pressure the Rohani government
to pull out of the agreement and
restart the nuclear programme.
Under this scenario, Trump
or the Israeli government might
launch strikes at Iranian nuclear
targets and military bases, prompting Iran to retaliate by attacking
US targets in the Gulf or by using
proxy forces such as Hezbollah and
Palestinian Islamic Jihad to attack
Israel.
It is unclear whether Trump has
thought through the consequences
of such a scenario. Cooler heads
such as Tillerson, McMaster, Defence Secretary James Mattis and
White House Chief of Staff John
Kelly may prevail and convince
Trump not to take such a rash step.
Kelly reportedly blocked former
Ambassador John Bolton, a hawkish right-wing ideologue, from
sending a memo to Trump on why
he should scuttle the nuclear deal.
Trump, however, wields enormous power as both chief executive and commander-in-chief and
may overrule his more pragmatic
advisers — a dangerous scenario
indeed.

