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Trump pursues new strategy to 
‘neutralise’ Iran but can it work?
Washington

T 

he aim of US President 
Donald Trump’s new Iran 
strategy is to “neutralise” 
Tehran’s influence in the 
Middle East and perma-

nently scuttle any plans for an Ira-
nian nuclear bomb. Analysts, how-
ever, and even government officials 
are unsure whether Washington’s 
approach can do what years of nego-
tiations before the 2015 nuclear deal 
could not.

“The United States’ new Iran 
strategy focuses on neutralising the 
government of Iran’s destabilising 
influence and constraining its ag-
gression, particularly its support for 
terrorism and militants,” the White 
House said in a statement titled 
“President Donald J. Trump’s New 
Strategy on Iran,” which was posted 
prior to Trump’s speech on October 
13.

“We will revitalise our traditional 
alliances and regional partnerships 
as bulwarks against Iranian subver-
sion and restore a more stable bal-
ance of power in the region,” the 
statement said.

As part of that strategy, Trump 
is asking Congress and US allies in 
Europe to agree to new sanctions 
against Tehran that would go into 
effect if Iran violates US demands 
in connection with the country’s 
nuclear programme and regional 
influence. The aim is to stop Iranian 
efforts to push ahead with a ballis-
tic missile programme and Tehran’s 
support for what the statement 
called “material and financial sup-
port for terrorism and extremism” 
in the Middle East.

Trump is also trying to make lim-
its on Iran’s nuclear programme per-
manent, while the present nuclear 
deal sets a time frame for some re-
strictions.

Despite strong rhetoric by Trump, 
the administration is not pulling the 
United States out of the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 
as the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran is 
formally known, at least not im-
mediately. The new sanctions pro-
gramme is to exist alongside the 
JCPOA without replacing it.

Speaking before Trump’s speech, 
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
said the United States could still 
walk away from the JCPOA if the 
administration could not rein in Iran 
with the new strategy. “We may not 
be successful,” he said.

Trump has said the JCPOA, which 
was designed to halt Tehran’s nucle-
ar weapons programme in exchange 
for a phase-out of Western econom-
ic sanctions, is one of the “worst 
and most one-sided transactions the 
United States has ever entered into.”

Tillerson singled out Iran’s con-
nection to Hezbollah in Lebanon 
and Houthi rebels in Yemen. In a ref-
erence to Iran’s involvement in the 
Syrian war on the side of President 
Bashar Assad, Tillerson criticised 
Iran’s “export of foreign fighters.”

The Trump administration’s main 
argument is that the JCPOA, negoti-
ated by the United States, China, the 
European Union, France, Germany, 
Russia and the United Kingdom 
with the Iranians two years ago, 

has rewarded Tehran with an end 
of sanctions but has not helped to 
check Iran’s “malign activities,” as 
a White House strategy paper put it.

“The previous administration’s 
myopic focus on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme to the exclusion of the 
regime’s many other malign activi-
ties allowed Iran’s influence in the 
region to reach a high-water mark.”

Philip Gordon, a White House 
coordinator for the Middle East 
during the JCPOA negotiations un-
der Trump’s predecessor, Barack 
Obama, said it was unrealistic to ex-
pect Iran to make concessions that it 
rejected in years of talks about the 
nuclear accord. “I would love to see 
Iran come back to the table, apolo-
gise for everything and agree to all 
of our demands,” Gordon told ABC 
News. But that notion was a “fan-
tasy.”

For all its anger about Iranian 
activities, the administration has 
had difficulty coming up with a 
new strategy. Media reports said 

Tillerson, Defence Secretary James 
Mattis and national security adviser 
H.R. McMaster spent considerable 
effort to persuade Trump to stick 
with the JCPOA. The Washington 
Post reported that Trump “threw a 
fit” when his advisers told him to 
certify Iran’s compliance with the 
nuclear deal in July.

Tillerson conceded that the 
administration was facing an 
uphill battle to convince Con-
gress and US allies to follow  
Trump’s new line on Iran. “I don’t 
want to suggest this is a slam dunk,” 
he said about upcoming talks in 
Congress.

One difficulty for US officials is the 
fact that many members of Congress 
and European leaders are convinced 
that the JCPOA has been success-
ful in preventing the Iranians from 
building a nuclear bomb. In that 
sense, the Trump administration is 
rocking the boat and risking a new 
confrontation with its allies and 
with the Iranians at a time when the 

world is facing a nuclear confronta-
tion with North Korea. “We don’t 
dispute that they are under techni-
cal compliance,” as far as the JCPOA 
criteria are concerned, Tillerson 
said.

Analysts expressed doubt that the 
new plan can work. James Dobbins, 
a senior fellow with the RAND Cor-
poration think-tank and a former US 
assistant secretary of state, said in 
an analysis for the news website US 
News that Trump was trying to have 
it both ways.

“It may be an effort to satisfy a 
campaign promise while avoiding 
unpopular and costly consequenc-
es, such as launching an open-end-
ed war with Iran,” he said.

Dobbins underlined that the 
JCPOA was still the best way to 
deal with Iran. “The alternatives to 
the nuclear agreement are clear,” 
he wrote. “Either Iran will develop 
nuclear weapons or the United 
States will go to war to prevent 
this or both.”

U 

S President Donald 
Trump has essen-
tially turned US-Iran 
policy over to the 
US Congress. While 
making clear his 

personal displeasure with the nu-
clear deal signed between Iran, 
the United States and other world 
powers in 2015, Trump is leaving 
it to Congress to decide whether to 
impose new sanctions on Tehran 
that would effectively terminate 
the accord.

Many members of Congress — 
both Democrats and Republicans — 
have serious concerns about Iran’s 
activities and policies in the Middle 
East, including its support for the 
Assad regime in Syria, Hezbollah 
in Lebanon and Houthi fighters in 
Yemen. Iran’s expanding missile 
programme also is getting critical 
attention in Congress.

However, there is little appe-
tite in Congress for imposing the 
kinds of sanctions on Tehran that 

would provoke the Iranians to 
walk away from the nuclear deal, 

a deal that even senior administra-

tion officials, such as US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson and Secretary 
of Defence James Mattis, have said 
the Iranians are compliant with.

Some in Congress say Trump is 
making matters more complicated 
and uncertain without offering so-
lutions of his own. Senator Chris 
Coons, a Democrat from Delaware 
who sits on the Foreign Relations 
Committee, told the Hill newspa-
per: “He’s signalling his intense 
dislike for the deal but taking no 
concrete steps to undermine it or 
to leave it… I’m gravely concerned 
that this step will be misunder-
stood by our adversaries and our 
allies, that it will distance us from 
our European partners in the Iran 
agreement and that it will lead to 
some mischief in Congress.”

Trump’s decision puts pres-
sure on Republicans in Congress, 
who control majorities in both the 
House and the Senate. If they vote 
to reimpose sanctions, there is a 
good chance that Washington’s 
European allies will refuse to join 
in, setting up a possible confron-
tation between the United States  

and its allies.
There is a remote chance that 

Iran would walk away from the deal 
if sanctions are reimposed but it is 
more likely that Tehran will contin-
ue to abide by it and then sit back 
to enjoy the tensions created in the 
Western alliance.

If Republicans do not impose 
new sanctions, however, they risk 
looking foolish, as most of them 
have spent the past two years rail-
ing against the deal and criticising 
former President Barack Obama for 
signing it.

Congressman Ed Royce, the Cali-
fornia Republican who is chairman 
of the House Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee, suggested that the United 
States should continue to demand 
Iranian compliance with the agree-
ment but impose new sanctions for 
activities outside the scope of the 
deal — sanctions that, in theory, 
would not provoke Tehran to walk 
away from the deal.

At a recent Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee hearing, Royce said: “As 
flawed as the deal is, I believe we 
must now enforce the hell out of it.”

A pivotal decision-maker will be 
Senator Bob Corker from Tennes-
see, who is chairman of the For-
eign Relations Committee. Corker 
and Trump are involved in a nasty 
Twitter feud — Corker called the 
White House “an adult day care  
centre” — and it is hard to imag-
ine the two coordinating on Iran 
policy. In one of his tweets, Trump 
accused Corker of being complicit 
with Obama in supporting the nu-
clear deal. In fact, Corker strongly 
opposed the deal in Senate debate 
in 2015.

In a recent Senate hearing, Cork-
er expressed concerns about walk-
ing away from a deal that the Unit-
ed States negotiated with its allies, 
as well as with Russia and China. 
“You can only tear these things up 
one time,” Corker said. “It might 
feel good for a second but one of the 
things that’s important for us is to 
keep our allies with us, especially 
our Western allies, and so there are 
ways of dealing with this that can 
deal with the deficiencies that we 
all know are there and the agree-
ment potentially stay in place.”
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