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Looming confrontation or mere posturing? Military parade held to mark Sacred Defense Week in front of
the Holy Shrine of Imam Khomeini in Tehran, Iran on Sept. 22, 2018.

Diplomatic maintenance

Withdrawing from the nuclear deal is a major blunder -
the E-3 must pick up the baton

BY VOLKER PERTHES

he United States and the
I European Union have often
differed over Middle East
policies. The current dispute over
Iran, however, which broke into
the open with US President Donald
Trump’s May 2018 withdrawal
from the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA), or nuclear deal
with Iran, goes deeper and could
have more far-reaching strategic
implications for the trans-Atlantic
relationship than previous dis-
agreements on how to deal with
Tehran or other Middle East mat-
ters. Today, Europe and the US
are not simply taking different
approaches to Iran, but are actively
working against one another in a
policy field which is of significant
strategic interest to both sides. The
dispute over the JCPOA is actually
a major driver of European debates
about a form of “strategic auton-
omy,” including demands to set up
an independent European payment
system to thwart US sanctions.
From an EU perspective, the deci-
sion by President Trump to with-
draw from — or more precisely to
break — the JCPOA constituted an
outright challenge to the interna-
tional community of states, and
particularly to America’s European
partners. The situation differs from
the dispute over the US-led Iraq
invasion in 2003 that created harsh
divisions on the European side of
the Alliance, not least between the
United Kingdom on one side and
Germany and France on the other.
This time, the E-3 - France, Ger-
many and the UK - has maintained
a common approach in confronting
what they see as the major blunder
of the Trump presidency so far.
And it is not just a dispute over
policies. Rather, again from a
European perspective, by breaking
an agreement that had been nego-
tiated together with the EU/E-3,
Russia and China, Donald Trump
made a statement on his attitude
toward international law per se
and opened a rift between the US
and its European allies that it is
unlikely to close again as long as he
is in office. Not only will European
companies be targeted by US sanc-
tions unless they give up business
with Iran, most likely to the benefit
of Chinese competitors, but many
European policymakers also find
Trump’s policies in the region out-
right dangerous. They are wary of
Trump’s encouragement of Saudi
Arabia’s aggressive posture toward

Tehran, and they suspect that
beyond its rejection of the JCPOA,
the Trump administration actually
aims at destabilizing Iran and trig-
gering some form of violent regime
change.

One shouldn’t, however, over-
look that to a large extent, Euro-
pean governments and the US
administration actually agree in
their assessment of Iran and its
policies, particularly concerning
Tehran’s ballistic missile program,
its active military support for the
Syrian government and its dismal
human rights record. The Euro-
American dispute is centered on
the JCPOA and the highly demon-
strative act of withdrawing from
an agreement that EU negotiators
and their US counterparts from
both Republican and Democratic
administrations had been working
on together, as well as with Russian
and Chinese colleagues, for close to
a decade.

The exit of the Trump adminis-
tration from this agreement con-
stitutes a triple challenge for the
EU/E-3. First, they are now charged
with preserving the JCPOA, and
they will have little help in doing so
from the US or Iran. Iran’s politi-
cal elite is divided over the virtues
of the agreement, and those who
wholeheartedly defend it have been
weakened by the US withdrawal.
Europeans don’t claim (and never
did claim) that the JCPOA is a
perfect agreement.

But it has been a major diplo-
matic success that has included
the establishment of limitations on
and controls over Iran’s nuclear
activities, the removal of nuclear
material from Iran and the disman-
tling of certain elements of Iran’s
nuclear infrastructure. For these
feats alone, the agreement should
be kept alive.

Second, France, Germany and
the United Kingdom cannot simply
change course and coordinate fur-
ther moves with the other inter-
national parties to the agreement,
i.e. Russia and China. This would
likely only increase the US presi-
dent’s mistrust, paranoia and fury
vis-a-vis the Europeans.

And third, while Washington is
undermining the agreement by re-
imposing sanctions on Iran and
— directly or indirectly — on Euro-
pean companies, it now actually
expects the Europeans to make
sure that Iran doesn’t break its
commitments, notably the limita-
tions on Iran’s nuclear program.

So what do we have to expect?
And what should the Europeans do?

To start with, no one should
expect a renegotiation of the
JCPOA to address what both
American and European policy-
makers see as shortcomings. The
JCPOA is essentially an arms
control agreement and, as such, a
compromise; it’s good enough for
both sides for its agreed duration
but is far from perfect for either
side’s taste. A renegotiation would
require the will of all parties. Russia
and China aren’t interested; and
Iran would lose face if it suddenly
appeared to accept —under pressure
— what it consistently has declared
unacceptable.

If only for this last reason, Europe
should not wait for the United
States and its self-proclaimed
master of deal-making. Statements
by the US president - in July 2018 -
that he would be prepared to meet
with Iran’s President Rohani even
without preconditions seemed to
suggest that Donald Trump may
want to follow his own model of
dealing with North Korea: Start
by applying pressure and making
serious threats, and then reach out
to try to solve all disagreements
through personal diplomacy. All
that Trump’s statement achieved
was to trigger a debate inside Iran
- allowing some people to pub-
licly muse about the possibilities of
developing more normal relations
between Iran and the US.

At the same time, however, Iran’s
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khame-
nei has announced his rejection
of negotiations with the US, espe-
cially, as one could read from one
of his tweets, “with the current US
administration” (@khamenei.ir, 13
Aug 2018).

Any attempt by Trump to -
despite all odds — pull off a Sin-
gapore-type summit with Rohani
would be met with utter skepti-
cism from Europe, America’s Arab
friends and Israel alike. It is indeed
hard to imagine that any bilateral
summit declaration could produce
more tangible achievements than
a document as detailed as the 159-
page JCPOA.

A comparably strenuous yet
more realistic approach would be
for the Europeans, particularly the
E-3, to start a new round of explor-
atory talks, and later negotiations,
for what could in the medium term
become a comprehensive secu-
rity agreement with Iran. Such an
agreement would not replace but
build upon the JCPOA. It would
have to come into effect by 2025
at the latest, when the first sunset
clauses in the current JCPOA - lim-

itations on the quality and quan-
tity of enrichment — expire. And
it would have to go beyond the
current JCPOA both with regard
to time frames and substance. In
other words, it needs to include
longer-term arrangements for the
nuclear aspects dealt with in the
JCPOA, but also deal with broader
arms control and regional security
aspects, ballistic missile production
as well as — even more importantly
— missile proliferation to non-state
actors.

Will Tehran be prepared to
engage in such negotiations? I don’t
know, but I think it might. And
it will most likely be prepared to
at least explore options for such
a broader deal. In the past, after
all, it was Iran which repeatedly
demanded to widen the subject of
the “nuclear” negotiations with
the E-3 and later the E-3 plus
USA, Russia, and China to include
regional issues, while Washington
and the Europeans wanted to limit
the talks to the nuclear dimension.

Explorations and negotiations
about regional security and arms
control could thus provide a way
out of the current impasse. It goes
without saying, however, that such
negotiations will never concern a
Western agenda alone. Discussing
regional issues with Iran means
accepting that Iran will also bring
its interests to the table. And once
regional subjects are discussed with
Iran, other regional states, not least
its Arab neighbors in the Persian
Gulf, will have legitimate claims for
involvement. This is a diplomatic
challenge, but not an insurmount-
able one. Europeans have ample
experience with multilateral arms
control and security talks.

The United States will eventually
have to be part of such talks and
possibly of an agreement. Given
Washington’s current absence from
the diplomatic scene, Germany,
France and the United Kingdom
should revert to their approach of
2003 to 2006, namely to begin
and lead this new endeavor as a
threesome until the United States
is eventually prepared to join. This
will certainly have to wait until
after Trump’s presidency, which
will, in any case, end before the
expiration of the JCPOA’s “sunset
clauses.”
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John S. McCain

August 29, 1936 — August 25, 2018

steadfast champion of trans-Atlantic cooperation
Ahas passed away. US Senator John McCain died

on August 25, 2018, after a long battle with brain
cancer. This is a bitter loss, especially in an age in which
autocrats and self-centered democrats are driving nations
apart and questioning established partnerships.

Throughout his long career, McCain was fully commit-
ted to a world order based on cooperation among Western
powers while always supporting traditional notions of
democracy and freedom. For these reasons, his passing
touched many people in Germany. Indeed, his departure
from the world stage is mourned even by those who dis-
agreed fundamentally with the views of his Republican
party and who did not share many of the political stances
McCain took over the years, including his support for the
invasion of Iraq in 2003, the nomination of Sarah Palin as
his running mate in the 2008 presidential election and his
support for President Donald Trump’s repudiation of the
Iran nuclear deal.

In her statement on his passing, German Chancellor Angela
Merkel called McCain “one of the greatest political figures of
our time” and someone who “fought tirelessly for a strong
trans-Atlantic alliance.” She also described him as a person
guided by the “firm conviction that all political activity must
aim to uphold and promote freedom, democracy and the
rule of law.”

Germany’s Siiddeutsche Zeitung referred to him as
“der Tapfere” — the brave one. The paper praised him for
embodying not only patriotism, but also values, decency
and moral courage. It also credited him with knowing
“that politics in a democracy means seeking out the best
possible compromise.”

For Wolfgang Ischinger, chairman of the Munich
Security Conference (MSC) at which McCain was a very
welcome and decades-long attendee, the senator was “the
anti-Trump: an advocate of a value-based Western order,
a defender of democracy and human rights, a supporter of
civilized debate and nonpartisan cooperation and a true
hero who never put himself at the center of the debate.”

In McCain’s unforgettable speech at the MSC 2017,
shortly after Donald Trump’s inauguration, he asked what
the founders of the conference would say if they were
to see our world today: “They would be alarmed by an
increasing turn away from universal values and toward
old ties of blood and race and sectarianism. They would
be alarmed by the hardening resentment we see towards
immigrants, refugees and minority groups, especially
Muslims. [...] They would be alarmed that more and more
of our fellow citizens seem to be flirting with authoritari-
anism and romanticizing it as our moral equivalent. But
what would alarm them most, I think, is the sense that
many of our peoples, including in my own country, are
giving up on the West. That they see it as a bad deal [....]
I know there is profound concern across Europe and the
world that America is laying down the mantle of global
leadership. [...] Make no mistake, my friends: These are
dangerous times, but you should not count America out,
and we should not count each other out.”

John McCain was also a friend of this newspaper, which
has for the past ten years published a special issue — The
Security Times — on the occasion of the annual MSC.
In 2012, McCain took the stage waving a copy of The
Security Times: “You’ve probably seen this around the
conference,” McCain said. “It shows a forceful, bat-
wielding Yankee dueling with a crouched yet fearsome
Chinese swordsman. That obviously suggests a looming
Cold War in Asia. It’s a nice caricature.” The senator went
on to describe, “what is really going on” in his view: “On
recent trips to the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand and
Burma,” he had experienced “real enthusiasm for our
growing involvement in the region.” He also said the fol-
lowing about China: “The peaceful development of China
is in the interest of the US.” John McCain, his views and
his steadfastness will be dearly missed. GT
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The senator with Detlef Prinz, publisher of The German Times and
The Security Times, in 2007.

John McCain, holding up The Security Times while Henry
Kissinger looks on at the Munich Security Conference, in 2012.




