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Washington

U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s move to boost 
Israel’s claim over Jeru-
salem adds to a grow-
ing sense of unpredict-

ability in US Middle East policy 
and could accelerate the decline of 
America’s influence in the region, 
analysts said.

Concrete changes are not expect-
ed soon because implementation 
of Trump’s December 6 announce-
ment to move the US Embassy from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem will take 
years. The US president made that 
clear by signing a 6-month waiver 
for the embassy move immediate-
ly after his televised statement in 
which he officially recognised Je-
rusalem as the capital of Israel and 
said the United States would relo-
cate the Tel Aviv mission.

The most serious consequences 
will be felt elsewhere, analysts said. 
“The real loser may be the United 
States and its role as a Middle East 
mediator,” said Perry Cammack, 
a fellow in the Middle East Pro-
gramme of the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace and a 
former official on the policy plan-
ning staff of US Secretary of State 
John Kerry.

“Trump’s Israeli-Palestinian ini-
tiative frankly never had a chance,” 
Cammack said via e-mail, refer-
ring to the Middle East initiative 
led by Trump’s adviser and son-in 
law Jared Kushner, “but the last-
ing impact is the further deteriora-
tion of America’s relations with its 
European allies and Middle Eastern 
partners and its ability to impact 
political dynamics in the region.”

Trump’s speech came as Rus-
sia has an increasingly high profile 
in the Middle East. Moscow has 
emerged as the driving force of ef-
forts to end the Syrian war and 
recently concluded a preliminary 
agreement with Egypt over the use 
of its airbases by Russian fighter 
jets. Russian President Vladimir 
Putin is to visit regional US allies 

Turkey and Egypt on December 11.
Observers said the main motive 

for Trump to act on Jerusalem re-
lates to domestic policy, with the 
president trying to honour cam-
paign pledges important to his 
Christian-conservative and pro-
Israel supporters. The New York 
Times reported that Sheldon Adel-
son, a pro-Israel casino owner who 
supported the Trump campaign 
with $25 million, was angry when 
the president failed to declare Jeru-
salem the capital of Israel earlier in 
the year.

Trump stressed on December 6 
that he saw his initiative at least 
partially as a fulfilment of promises 
made before the last year’s election. 
“While previous presidents have 
made this a major campaign prom-
ise, they failed to deliver,” Trump 
said. “Today, I am delivering.”

Selim Sazak, a Washington-based 
fellow of the Delma Institute, a 
think-tank in Abu Dhabi, said the 
move shows that Trump, under 
pressure by an investigation into 
suspected links between his cam-
paign team and Russia, is primarily 
concerned with his own political 
situation. “Donald Trump is trying 
to keep control of the conservative-
Jewish donor class,” Sazak said.

Unpredictability has been a hall-
mark of the Trump administration’s 
forays into Middle East matters 
since he took office last January. 
While US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson tried to mediate the con-
flict between Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar, Trump openly sided with 
Riyadh, undercutting Tillerson’s 
efforts. Tillerson and Defence Sec-
retary James Mattis warned against 
tearing up the international nuclear 
agreement with Iran but the presi-
dent presented conditions in Oc-
tober aimed at exactly that. Media 
reports said Trump ignored advice 
from Tillerson and Mattis in the 
run-up to the Jerusalem decision.

The new initiative has thrown a 
key US project to forge a broad al-
liance of Middle East countries 
against Iran into disarray, Sazak 
said. “Nothing would undermine 
that alliance more than the Jerusa-
lem decision did,” he said.

US allies such as Saudi Crown 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz (sometimes referred to 
as “MBS”) and Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi would find it 
hard to argue for Trump’s plan con-
vincingly in their own countries. 
“How can MBS or Sisi sell this?” 
Sazak asked.

Confusion about what the Trump 
administration is trying to achieve 
is heightened by his blunt approach 
to the role of Jerusalem’s future in 
a potential Israeli-Palestinian peace 
deal. While former US presidents 
avoided statements on the city’s 
status, Trump threw away an im-
portant bargaining chip, Cammack 
wrote. “Trump’s recognition of Je-
rusalem as the capital of Israel was 
diplomatic malpractice,” he said. 
“The great negotiator just gave 
away a critical symbolic gesture 

without getting anything in return.”
A lack of precision in Trump’s 

declaration appears to be another 
problem. “While it is clear that the 
US believes that the final bounda-
ries of Jerusalem are to be negotiat-
ed in a peace agreement, it is not at 
all clear what part of Jerusalem the 

US recognises as sovereign Israeli 
territory today,” Ofer Zalzberg and 
Nathan Thrall, senior analysts for 
Israel/Palestine at the International 
Crisis Group, wrote in an analysis.

Some observers said the many 
unanswered questions after a ma-
jor policy announcement by a US 
president point to a lack of prepa-
ration. “I am pretty sure there is no 
strategy,” Sazak said, adding he ex-
pected more unpredictability from 
Trump. “US policy is becoming in-
calculable.”

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly. Mark Habeeb is East-West 
Editor of The Arab Weekly and 
adjunct professor of Global Politics 
and Security at Georgetown 
University in Washington.
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s speech rec-
ognising Jerusalem 
as Israel’s capital and 
his decision to take 
steps to move the US 

Embassy there represent a major 
break from longstanding US policy. 
Defying the position of friends 
and allies in Europe and the Arab 
world, as well as members of his 
own cabinet, Trump wanted to sig-
nal to his political base that, unlike 
past US presidents, he honours his 
campaign pledges.

The puzzlement is that the peo-
ple to whom such a policy would 
appeal — evangelical Christians 
and more hawkish members of 
the American Jewish commu-
nity — were not clamouring for 
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital.

Granted, Trump did say to loud 
applause at the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) 
conference in March 2016 that he 
would move the embassy if elect-
ed president but there was no big 
push now by AIPAC supporters for 
him to do so. People who follow 
Middle East events closely, includ-
ing AIPAC activists, were waiting 
for the unveiling of Trump’s plan 
for an Israeli-Palestinian peace 

deal that had been worked on 
by his son-in-law Jared Kushner 

and others over many months.

So why did Trump take this posi-
tion on Jerusalem now? Under fire 
over the Russia investigation and 
other issues, including his support 
for a tax bill that many working-
class Americans who voted for him 
see as benefiting the rich, Trump 
may have wanted to shore up his 
political base. By appealing to the 
evangelicals’ unabashed sup-
port for Israel, he can show this 
constituency that he stands with 
them on so-called cultural issues 
to deflect concerns about his eco-
nomic policies.

Trump also likely wanted to 
show his base that he remains 
the anti-Obama. Hatred of former 
President Barack Obama is so in-
tense among his base that Trump 
apparently believes he can score 
points by pointing out differences 
he has with his predecessor. The 
Israeli-Palestinian issue is one 
such issue, as Obama was very 
critical of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu and his set-
tlement policies in East Jerusalem 
and the West Bank.

Trump may also have wanted 
to influence voters in Alabama 
towards the controversial Repub-
lican candidate Roy Moore in a 
special election for a US Senate 
seat. Because of allegations that 
Moore molested teenage girls, 
evangelical support for him had 
slipped. Hence Trump, by not only 

supporting Moore but by espous-
ing a position on an issue that 
evangelicals care about, might en-
ergise enough voters to put Moore 
over the top and keep that Senate 
seat in Republican hands. Former 
White House aide Stephen Bannon 
underscored Trump’s position on 
Jerusalem to a pro-Moore crowd 
in Alabama on December 5 when 
news leaked that Trump was going 
to make the Jerusalem decision.

What about the negative effects 
such an announcement might 
have on the peace process and 
US strategic ties with Arab and 
Muslim countries? CNN reported 
that Trump’s position on Jeru-
salem was opposed by Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson, Secretary 
of Defence James Mattis and CIA 
Director Mike Pompeo but Trump 
overruled their advice.

Staunch Trump defenders, such 
as US Ambassador to the United 
Nations Nikki Haley, pointed out 
that he stated that his position did 
not preclude Israeli-Palestinian 
negotiations over the final status 
of Jerusalem nor of borders be-
tween Israel and a possible future 
Palestinian state. While true, this 
nuance is lost among millions of 
people in the Middle East because 
they focused on Trump’s defer-
ence to Israel on the Jerusalem 
issue.

Middle East analysts understand 

that, if a final peace deal were 
reached between Israel and the 
Palestinians, which would have to 
include Jerusalem, most countries 
would recognise West Jerusalem 
as Israel’s capital with the Palestin-
ians having some jurisdiction or 
custodianship over parts of East 
Jerusalem. But why rock the boat 
now on an issue so sensitive before 
a peace process even gets off the 
ground?

Either Trump has convinced 
himself that he can manage the is-
sue despite intense anger from Ar-
abs and Muslims or he simply does 
not understand the consequences 
of his actions. One anonymous 
Trump confidant told the Wash-
ington Post that Trump “doesn’t 
realise what all he could trigger by 
doing this.”

Or perhaps Trump is under the 
illusion that because the Saudis 
and other Sunni Muslim Arabs 
share with Israel an antipathy 
towards Iran, they might sup-
port something very favourable 
to Israel. However, with even the 
Saudis, with whom Trump and 
Kushner have cultivated close 
relations, sharply critical of the 
Jerusalem decision, Trump should 
have recalibrated.

Trump’s “America First” posi-
tion has come to mean catering to 
his political base first and the rest 
of the world be damned.

US president’s foray a case of pure domestic politics

 Gregory Aftandilian

Trump wanted to 
signal to his 
political base that, 
unlike past US 
presidents, he 
honours his 
campaign pledges.

is a lecturer in the Pardee School of 
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and a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

Trump’s main motive 
relates to domestic 
policy, with the 
president trying to 
honour campaign 
pledges important to 
his Christian-
conservative and 
pro-Israel supporters.

Risky foray. US Vice-President Mike Pence (R) watches as President Donald Trump signs a 
proclamation to officially recognise Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, on December 6.                     (AFP)
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