
With U.S. President Donald Trump now in office, the campaign rhetoric that created anxiety and 

uncertainty around the globe is giving way to actual presidential policies. While candidate Trump 

did not elaborate much on his foreign policy agenda, he was very vocal about a few things: in addition 

to obliterating the self-proclaimed Islamic State and getting tough with China on trade, one of his 

highest priorities would be to “dismantle the disastrous deal with Iran.”1 The 2015 agreement that 

put an end to Tehran deceiving the world about its nuclear program is thus in real danger. 

UNCERTAINTY RULES

The Trump administration’s likely antagonistic stance 
on Iran has pleased not only the governments of Israel 
and Saudi Arabia, but also hardliners in Tehran.2 Yet 
it is hard to estimate how the future policy process on 
Iran will play out among the Trump White House; the 
National Security Council; the departments of state, 
defense, and treasury; and the intelligence commu-
nity that Trump has regularly disparaged. While, as 
president-elect, Trump did not repeat his campaign 
promise to kill or renegotiate the deal, there remains 
a risk of its intentional or unintentional undoing.

Four policy scenarios are possible based on the presi-
dent’s likely disposition toward Iran and the assump-
tion that Trump can be both deeply ideological and 
ruthlessly pragmatic: the former characteristic encom-
passes an isolationist streak hostile to immigrants and 
radical Islam, while the latter reveals the businessman-
turned-president who wants the United States to 
materially benefit from each relationship. One Trump 
simply does not care about the U.S.-led global order; 
the other is happy to use it as a tradable asset for his 
country’s (short-term) gain. 
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Depending on which Trump will have the upper 
hand on Iran and, equally important, who emerges 
as his key adviser on this topic, the four scenarios 
are the following: 

1.	 He kills the deal. 
2.	 He attempts to renegotiate the deal. 
3.	 He aggressively enforces the deal. 
4.	 He accepts the deal provided that U.S. 

companies gain market share.

Four Scenarios for U.S. Action on Iran

While these four scenarios are not equally likely, they 
are all possible based on the assumed inclinations of 
Trump. The challenge for Europe—as the shepherds 
of a decade-long diplomatic process with Iran—is to 
preserve the negotiations’ outcome while preparing 
for all four options. 

HOW EU-U.S. COOPERATION 
BROUGHT ABOUT THE NUCLEAR DEAL 

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 
signed by Iran and the P5+1 (China, France, Germa-
ny, Russia, United Kingdom, and United States) is not 
merely a transatlantic success, but a collective effort to 
defuse a global challenge. That said, the instrumental 
EU-U.S. policy cooperation that led to the 2015 deal 
was the exception rather than the rule. More often 
than not, policymakers in European capitals were at 
odds with their counterparts in Washington over how 
to treat the regime in Tehran.

Since Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution, the United 
States has seen Iran more cynically than its European 
allies. These allies—spared of a single traumatic event 
such as the U.S. hostage crisis and continuous death to 
America slogans—sought to maintain diplomatic and 
economic ties with Tehran. In contrast, Washington—
seeing Iran as an ideological challenge and a possible, 
though limited, threat—pursued a policy of isolation 
and economic sanctions. When the EU began its 
policy of critical dialogue with Iran in the early 1990s 
(upon conclusion of the disastrous Iran-Iraq War), 
the United States responded with increased sanctions 
and a policy of containment. In the late 1990s, both 
the United States and EU attempted to engage Iran’s 
reformist president at the time, Mohammad Khatami, 
and Washington even managed to cooperate with 
Iran in Afghanistan in the immediate aftermath of the 
September 11, 2001, attacks. This tactical cooperation 
would prove short-lived, however, and both countries 
soon reverted back to a default posture of antagonism. 

To come together across the Atlantic in what came 
to be called a dual-track approach during the second 
term of former U.S. president George W. Bush, each 
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side had to give up one of its planks: after the 2002 
revelations of Iran’s clandestine nuclear program, the 
EU warmed to the idea of toughening its diplomatic 
efforts with multilateral sanctions, while the United 
States agreed to back up its decades-old sanctions with 
a concerted push for negotiations that included both 
China and Russia. In other words, Washington aban-
doned its isolationist position in 2006 when it entered 
the nuclear negotiations the Europeans had started in 
2003, whereas the EU reduced its economic engage-
ment and eventually, by 2012, agreed to a stinging 
sanctions regime.3  The latter included an oil embargo 
and a cutoff from the international financial system, 
maintained by the EU and the United States and 
actively supported by Iran’s regular trading partners 
such as China, India, Japan, and South Korea.4  

This broad international consensus would eventually 
bring about the July 2015 agreement that curtailed 
Iran’s nuclear activities in exchange for sanctions relief. 

Such transatlantic, as well as near-global, consensus 
notwithstanding, the immediate aftermath of the 
negotiations in July 2015 showed how differently 
each side of the Atlantic viewed the outcome: Euro-
pean governments welcomed the deal and immediately 
explored commercial relations with Iran, whereas a 
heated domestic debate began in the United States 
(just as it did in Iran). Former president Barack 
Obama’s administration faced a hostile Congress, 
where both Houses—with their Republican majori-
ties plus a few Democrats—spoke out against the 
deal. It was only in the absence of a vote of disap-
proval from Congress, which the Democratic minority 
could block on procedural grounds, that Obama could 
sign the deal and begin implementing it through 
executive orders.5

Already at that time, many experts warned that 
because the JCPOA would not have the same statu-
tory power as a law passed or a treaty approved by 
the U.S. Congress, it would hinge on the goodwill of 
the U.S. president alone (again, just like it depends 
on the continuous though conditional support of the 
Supreme Leader in Iran).6 Consequently, a number of 
contenders for the 2016 U.S. presidential race vowed 
to scrap the deal “on day one.”7  Republican primary 
rivals Ted Cruz and Donald Trump joined forces at 
a public rally in front of the U.S. Capitol to argue 
against the nuclear agreement.8 With Trump now in 
office—where he can make good on his contradictory 
promises to variously undo, renegotiate, or strictly 
enforce what he sees as the “dumbest” deal9 —the 
JCPOA has become a key concern for U.S. partners. 

PERSISTING DISAGREEMENTS 
ABOUT IRAN AND THE JCPOA

Even before the election of Trump, the JCPOA had 
run into domestic difficulties in the United States. 
From lawsuits at the state level to the need for official 
licensing by the U.S. Treasury of trade agreements 
with Iran to the persisting restrictions on financial 
transactions through non-nuclear sanctions, a number 
of obstacles remain, also hampering the warming of 
business relations between Iran and Europe.10 

Trump’s early leadership nominations have confirmed 
the tangible threat to the JCPOA—not because these 
cabinet picks are united in tearing up the deal but 
because their conflicting views on Iran make a coher-
ent policy harder. Who will Trump, undecided as 
he appears to be on the Iran deal, listen to more: his 
national security adviser, Gen. Michael Flynn, with 
his decades-long anti-Iran stance;11 his secretary of 
defense, Gen. James Mattis, who was against the 
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deal at the start but warns against tearing it up;12 
Congressman Mike Pompeo, who shortly before being 
tapped for director of the Central Intelligence Agency 
tweeted he “[looks] forward to rolling back this disas-
trous deal;”13 or the designated secretary of state, Rex 
Tillerson, who as the chief executive officer of Exxon 
Mobile is on the record for “not [supporting] sanc-
tions, generally”14 and could manage the JCPOA from 
a more pragmatic, if not business-like, perspective? 

In the end, Trump may decide that foreign policy is 
not for him anyway (bar intermittent tweets against 
foreign leaders) and leave that field to Vice Presi-
dent Mike Pence. That would not bode well for the 
JCPOA either. As governor of Indiana, Pence cosigned 
a 2015 letter to Obama pledging to maintain state-
level sanctions against Iran (inter alia banning public 
investment in companies that do business with the 
country), calling the JCPOA “a bad deal [that] should 
be rejected.”15 On the campaign trail, Pence vowed 
to “rip up the Iran deal.”16 His views are thus clear; 
whether he would put them into practice, and to 
what extent, is less so. 

This eclectic predisposition of the Trump administra-
tion increases the likelihood of a fitful posture toward 
Tehran—to which the Iranian leadership would 
respond in kind. Such ad hocery driven by overzeal-
ous advisers, if unrestrained by their principals, risks 
creating a spiral of provocations that could lead to the 
unintentional unraveling of the deal. Moreover, the 
president’s own impulsiveness—and the unpredictabil-
ity of the consequences of his actions—could even risk 
a military confrontation, as some fear.17

The EU and its member states, meanwhile, have 
confirmed their commitment to uphold this landmark 

deal.18 On the first anniversary of the JCPOA’s imple-
mentation, Federica Mogherini, the high representa-
tive of the EU’s Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
and vice president of the European Commission, 
recalled that “the JCPOA is working for all.”19 Accord-
ing to her, the “full commitment to respect and imple-
ment the deal” of all parties “sends a reassuring signal 
to the international community of Iran’s adherence to 
a civilian nuclear programme exclusively for peaceful 
purposes.”20 The EU, she said, “will continue to work 
hand in hand with all those willing to contribute to 
its full implementation.”21 

For the EU, specifically the deal’s supporters, 
the JCPOA represents the best alternative to either 
another war in the Middle East or an Iranian nuclear 
bomb, threatening both the global nonprolifera-
tion regime and neighbors like Israel. In Mogherini’s 
words, the deal is “the result of brave choices, politi-
cal leadership, collective determination and hard 
work”—doing away with it might mean “facing one 
more military conflict, in a region that is already far 
too destabilised.”22 That is why, in various op-eds 
published in European and Iranian newspapers on the 
same day, she firmly extended her hand to the incom-
ing U.S. administration.23 

Beyond praising the JCPOA for its benefits, the 
Europeans have also made it clear that they would 
not reopen the nuclear file. Between the U.S. election 
and presidential inauguration, Washington visitors 
from EU capitals notified Trump’s transition team 
that the EU would not embark on new sanctions, 
unless triggered by Iranian noncompliance.24 Instead, 
preserving the Iran deal, by ensuring full compliance 
from all sides with both its letter and its spirit, is in 
the EU’s genuine interest.25
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Moreover, while the remaining U.S. sanctions still 
forbid U.S. firms from reentering the Iranian mar-
ket—the sale of aircraft (such as from Boeing) being 
an explicit exception under the JCPOA26 —European 
companies have begun doing so, as permissible and, 
some would say, desirable under the nuclear deal. 
However, they have been held back by a mixture of 
real obstacles and perceived threats. For example, 
they need to obtain licenses from the U.S. Treasury 
for certain trades, are unable to do U.S. dollar transac-
tions involving Iran, and cannot find global banks to 
provide credit. They also face Iran-related factors such 
as political instability, lack of transparency and rule of 
law, and widespread corruption. Further, it is unclear 
how the new U.S. administration would enforce the 
sanctions regime or how existing contracts would be 
affected by a possible sanctions snapback (a restitution 
of the pre-JCPOA UN sanctions regime caused by 
Iran violating the deal).27 

Finally, the EU has been eager to use the JCPOA as a 
stepping-stone to develop broader relations with Iran, 
despite objecting to its regional activities. Brussels and 
other member state capitals see Tehran as a central 
player in the Middle East that must be engaged, not 
isolated. Therefore, the EU does not only aim to 
increase economic ties but also collaborate on energy 
issues, migration challenges, and educational exchang-
es. To explore these areas of cooperation, a high-level 
EU delegation, including Mogherini and seven other 
commissioners, visited Tehran in April 2016.28 

Consequently, Europe is politically and commer-
cially more invested in the deal—and thus much 
more vulnerable to its potential undoing—than 
the United States. 

HOW THE JCPOA COULD 
UNRAVEL: FOUR SCENARIOS

Killing the Deal

“Undoing the Iran Deal? Easy.” is how the conserva-
tive Weekly Standard titled an opinion piece shortly 
after Trump’s election.29 And, indeed, it would not 
take much for a willing U.S. government to effec-
tively cancel the agreement—merely a ceasing of the 
presidential waivers needed to suspend the statutory 
sanctions. Rather than actively killing the deal, Trump 
could let it die when the respective waivers, signed 
by the outgoing Obama administration on its last 
day, begin to lapse after 120 days (in other words, 
in mid-May 2017, just around the time of the Iranian 
presidential election).30 Other small deaths could stem 
from a refusal to issue U.S. licenses for business that is 
legal under the JCPOA or to defend the deal’s stipula-
tions against congressional interference. 

If Washington thus breaks its commitment, Tehran 
would likely do the same, despite all assurances that 
the JCPOA is a multilateral agreement approved by 
the UN Security Council. The UN can be ignored, as 
Iran demonstrated when it refused to abide by consec-
utive Security Council resolutions asking it to halt its 
nuclear program before the 2015 deal was struck. The 
United States alone could trigger the sanctions snap-
back even if it violates the deal first, and a U.S. veto 
would prevent the UN Security Council from taking 
any decisive action. Already the Iranian parliament has 
instructed the government to resume uranium enrich-
ment in case Washington reneges on the deal.31 

Little can be done to prevent a president from killing 
the deal other than exposing its disastrous consequenc-
es. A U.S. abandonment of the deal with the stroke of 
a pen (or actually without it, if the waivers are simply 
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not reissued) would only complicate relations with 
China, where Trump seems likely to pick a fight, and 
Russia, where he is expected to seek a warming of ties. 
It would undo not only the fencing in of Iran’s nuclear 
program, but also the global understanding that the 
JCPOA embodies of how the world (ideally) should 
be run: through compromise and commonly agreed-
upon rules that all actors subscribe to and which, 
if violated, are backed up by a harsh, multilateral 
sanctions regime. 

The real problem, however, is that even if Trump 
somewhat wisely decides against this option, his 
other possible courses of action might lead to the 
very same outcome. 

Renegotiating the Deal

If killing the deal is easy, trying to renegotiate it 
would be much harder. That is because there is no 
justifiable, commonly agreeable rationale to do 
so. Imperfect as the deal is, it carries significant 
international legitimacy.

The JCPOA is the collective expression of the interests 
of all its signatories, including China, France, Ger-
many, Iran, Russia, the United Kingdom, the United 
States, and the European Union. It is also underwrit-
ten by a UN Security Council resolution. As Mogh-
erini confirmed in a mid-December 2016 interview, 
“there is no way the agreement can be reopened 
bilaterally.”32 Moreover, there is no credible interna-
tional sanctions leverage (beyond self-congratulatory 
statements about how hard U.S. sanctions can bite) 
to force Iran into new concessions, as a former state 
department official has pointed out.33 U.S. partners 
are not without choice when it comes to deciding 
whether to align with Washington. 

Trump could try to cloak a renegotiation attempt 
within a legalistic debate around the JCPOA’s adop-
tion procedure in Congress. It would involve the 
resubmission of the deal to the legislature for approval 
as a treaty, with the near-certain result of refusal.34 
With this so-called mandate, Trump could claim polit-
ical legitimacy in approaching Tehran to renegotiate 
the deal. But, given that this would be a mere rehash 
of the domestic debate in summer 2015 (though this 
time with the White House and Congress in tandem), 
in which all the other signatories came out strongly 
in favor of the agreement, this ruse is unlikely to 
be successful. 

In sum, any unilateral U.S. attempt to renegoti-
ate the deal is liable to undermine the international 
coalition that has forged and maintained the existing, 
well-performing agreement.35 

Pursuing Aggressive Enforcement

While the first two scenarios are possible, after a 
sober analysis of the potential consequences, a Trump 
administration is more likely to pursue an aggressive 
enforcement of the deal, while pushing back decisively 
against Iran’s regional endeavors (as scenarios one 
and two also include). Ironically, this might not be 
so different from what presidential candidate Hillary 
Clinton would have done.

Yet with Iran broadly fulfilling its obligations under 
the JCPOA,36 there is not much to be aggressive 
about. The violations detected by the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, the UN watchdog tasked with 
supervising implementation of the agreement, were 
minor infringements in the amount of heavy water 
that Tehran was allowed to produce.37 The JCPOA’s 
Joint Commission (on which all eight powers sit with 
equal voting rights) was able to fairly quickly resolve 
these issues. 
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Given that there is no generally agreed-upon schedule 
of fines for possible violations of the deal, the Joint 
Commission will have to consider each alleged case 
on its merits. Triggering the nuclear option (pun 
intended) of a sanctions snapback for a couple of liters 
of heavy water will not find the United States friends 
among its cosignatories. Conversely, the  hardliners 
in Tehran who run the nuclear program would be 
delighted to match a professed aggressiveness in Wash-
ington with their own cat-and-mouse game of small-
scale breaches to test the resolve of the international 
community—and to tire their U.S. counterparts. 

Much more legitimate is a change in tactics vis-à-vis 
Iran’s regional policies, such as its backing of Hez-
bollah and Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and its 
ongoing ballistic missile program.38 The JCPOA 
allows the United States, or any other actor, to counter 
such activities including through increased sanctions. 
Indeed, the Trump team has already indicated its 
intention to place new terrorism- or human rights-
related sanctions on Iranian firms and people. The 
difficulty would be to not simply repackage previous 
legislation on the nuclear program (for example, by 
relisting the exact firms and persons that have ben-
efited from the lifting of sanctions). 

More generally speaking, new sanctions must not take 
away the precise economic gains that Iran has received 
in return for mothballing a large part of its nuclear 
program. Reenacting formerly nuclear-related sanc-
tions as non-nuclear-related sanctions would certainly 
lead not only Tehran but also other JCPOA signatories 
such as China and Russia and, possibly, the EU to 
claim that the United States was violating the deal. 
To avoid giving hardliners of the Islamic Republic 
the opportunity to renege on the deal in response to 
the United States allegedly breaking it, the benchmark 

for unwarranted sanctions should be whether the 
envisaged measures would receive approval from the 
Joint Commission (in which Americans and Europe-
ans together hold five out of eight votes).

The Iranian reaction to the extension of the U.S. Iran 
Sanctions Act in December 2016 demonstrated this 
dilemma: The law itself remains legitimate under the 
JCPOA, as the Joint Commission confirmed in Janu-
ary 2017.39 Yet it fits a pattern, at least as perceived 
in Tehran, of the United States allegedly cheating on 
the deal (similar to the ire roused in Washington at 
Iran’s missile tests and regional activities). The difficult 
domestic balancing act for Iran’s leaders thus was to 
clamor about their disapproval of the sanctions act 
and call for an emergency meeting of the Joint Com-
mission (it is preelection season there), but at the same 
time to show restraint in the actual response (research 
on a nuclear propeller for vessels sounds bombastic 
but is not banned by the JCPOA).40 

So while there is scope for additional pressure on 
Iran, such ratcheting up of sanctions would have to 
be carefully calibrated. Washington would have to 
win over its allies and partners, in particular the P5+1 
group but also beyond, to win UN support. The ques-
tion will be whether Trump has the patience for such 
an approach. 

Doing Business With Iran

Though candidate Trump barely alluded to this pos-
sibility, doing business with Iran remains a distinct 
course of action given his apparent conviction that 
“everything is negotiable.” The scenario is as follows: 
Faced with a global pushback against anything that 
would threaten to undo the deal and with nearly 
two-thirds of Americans opposing a withdrawal from 
the deal and instead preferring to keep the deal “as 
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long as Iran continues to comply with the terms,”41 
Trump might be tempted to get a good deal for U.S. 
companies too. He could set out to waive sections of 
the statutory sanctions that forbid U.S. firms to do 
business with Iran. 

Trump could justify this turnaround with his num-
ber one overall priority to keep American jobs safe, 
eventually overcoming strong reservations from his top 
national security officials and from Congress. Tellingly, 
Boeing announced its $16 billion deal selling eighty 
aircraft to state-owned Iran Air in Trump fashion: 
“Today’s agreement will support tens of thousands of 
U.S. jobs directly . . . and nearly 100,000 U.S. jobs 
in the U.S. aerospace value stream.”42 Republicans in 
Congress have vowed to kill Boeing’s own Iran deal,43 
so the outcome of this struggle will be a good indica-
tor of  whether there is any room for Trump’s business 
instincts with regard to Iran. 

If this course is pursued, the difficulty for European 
companies would not necessarily be increased com-
petition—say, over oil and gas contracts or automo-
bile sales—but rather the arbitrariness with which a 
Trump-instructed U.S. Treasury might limit European 
business. In 2016, the parallel sales orders for Air-
bus and Boeing aircraft both received the necessary 
licenses from the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Asset 
Control in due course. However, if the U.S. govern-
ment starts to actively promote American business 
with Iran, any delay in issuing a license for a European 
company, even if justifiable, would immediately smack 
of favoritism.44 

The difficulty for EU policymakers will likely stem 
from trying to maintain a coherent front with the 
United States on the JCPOA implementation while 
confronting Washington on trade issues that would 
leave Iran as a happy onlooker. 

SO WHAT SHOULD THE EU DO?

Given the uncertainty over the United States’ even-
tual course, the EU and its member states will have to 
prepare for all four scenarios. In fact, European leaders 
should also contemplate a possible fifth scenario—no 
coherent policy at all. A particular challenge, however, 
is that the EU is currently struggling with self-inflicted 
wounds such as the UK’s decision to leave the bloc, as 
well as outside factors like a belligerent Russia (pos-
sibly courted by the United States) and an instable 
Middle East. 

Moreover, the EU suffers from an inherent reluctance 
to engage in foresight and prepare accordingly, includ-
ing through building an escalation potential. Even so, 
the Iran deal, crucial as it is, will most likely not be 
the biggest bone of contention between the Europeans 
and the Trump administration; larger issues include 
maintaining the transatlantic alliance itself and con-
fronting Russia (or not), dealing with the Middle East 
more broadly and the Syrian and Israeli-Palestinian 
conflicts in particular,45 and saving the global compact 
on climate change.

Still, the EU has a number of options at its disposal: 

•	 As the JCPOA’s “guardian,” the EU needs to 
enlist the backing of the other two more san-
guine signatories (China and Russia) to keep 
the two more confrontational partners (Iran 
and the United States) on board. The first half 
of 2017, when the new U.S. administration is 
settling into office while the Iranian public is 
preparing for its May 2017 presidential elections, 
will be crucial for the deal’s survival. Mogherini 
should remind all parties of their obligations 
related to the letter and to the spirit of the deal, 
avoiding any provocation among each other. 
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She should use the Joint Commission process 
to deal with even minor violations, as has hap-
pened in the past over Iran’s excess production of 
heavy water and U.S. Congress’s extension of its 
sanctions legislation. 

•	 The EU should work with UN Secretary-General 
António Guterres to invite representatives of all 
eight JCPOA signatories to reaffirm the multi-
lateral nature of the agreement. If Washington 
refuses to participate, it will fall on the Europeans 
together with China and Russia to defend the 
accord. Such an alliance’s defense of U.S.-inspired 
multilateralism but without the United States 
may be odd to watch and exactly what the isola-
tionists in the Trump administration want.46

•	 Depending on Trump’s vfirst moves in office, 
the EU should quickly step up its diplomatic 
engagement in defense of the Iran deal. This 
would include concerted, back-channel efforts 
at the level of heads of state or government. In 
the public domain, the EU Council could task 
Mogherini with developing a plan to safeguard 
the JCPOA. Merely discussing European options 
to possible U.S. policy changes will increase the 
EU’s preparedness—and send a stern message 
to the administration in Washington early on.

•	 If Trump focuses on renegotiating the deal, the 
EU should direct his attention to medium-term, 
not short-term adjustments:47 Rather than trying 
to get a better deal now, which really cannot be 
done because the one in place already works, 
the dealmaker president should set his eyes on 
the JCPOA’s eight- and ten-year benchmarks. 
This is when the deal’s stipulations on nuclear-
capable missiles and uranium enrichment in Iran 
expire. Finding ways to ensure that Tehran does 

not revert to an industrial-size nuclear program 
in the mid-2020s is a worthy goal indeed. 

Ultimately, the EU’s response depends on whether 
the Trump administration is open to any of the afore-
mentioned arguments. Going beyond merely refusing 
to support new (unwarranted) U.S. sanctions against 
Iran, the EU could threaten to actively object to any 
such measures. The EU’s blocking regulation, which 
dates back to previous transatlantic disputes over Iran 
policy and forbids EU companies to observe U.S. 
sanctions, is still in the books and could technically 
be reactivated.48 Politically, however, this threat would 
be difficult to follow through on, as Washington 
would not back down easily. Moreover, threatening 
to take the United States to the World Trade Organi-
zation over sanctions (as the EU did in the late 1990s) 
will be futile if Trump is ready to start a trade war with 
no respect for the global trading system.49

Obviously, the EU standing firm against the Trump 
administration would be contingent on Iran continu-
ing to uphold its obligations under the JCPOA even 
in the face of a U.S. policy change. It would also 
depend on whether the UK remains a committed sup-
porter of the deal or whether it senses an opportunity 
to cozy up to the Trump administration.50 Stressing 
the benefits of the JCPOA for the nonproliferation 
regime—and the UK’s long-standing policies in this 
field—should prevent such an intra-European split 
(reminiscent of the transatlantic disagreements over 
the 2003 Iraq invasion). 

Preserving the Iran deal goes beyond maintaining 
an international agreement that reduces the risk of 
a regional arms race and nuclear competition. For the 
Europeans, it also means preserving both their dip-
lomatic achievement and the authority of the rules-
based order without which they cannot thrive.



10

NOTES

1.	 Sarah Begley, “Read Donald Trump’s Speech to AIPAC,” 
Time, March 21, 2016, http://time.com/4267058/
donald-trump-aipac-speech-transcript/.

2.	 Karim Sadjadpour, “Trump, the Autocrat’s Preferred Choice,” 
Atlantic, November 8, 2016, https://www.theatlantic.
com/international/archive/2016/11/trump-iran-russia-
khamenei-putin-north-korea/506984/; Shabnam von 
Hein, “Donald Trump—The Darling of Iran’s Hardliners,” 
Deutsche Welle, January 5, 2017, http://www.dw.com/en/
donald-trump-the-darling-of-irans-hardliners/a-37030833. 

3.	 Riccardo Alcaro, “Learning From a Troubled Experience—
Transatlantic Lessons from the Nuclear Standoff with Iran,” 
International Spectator: Italian Journal of International Affairs 
46, no. 4 (December 2011): http://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/abs/10.1080/03932729.2011.628102, 115–36.

4.	 Cornelius Adebahr, “Easing EU Sanctions on Iran,” Atlantic 
Council, June 2014, http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/
publications/Easing_EU_Sanctions_on_Iran.pdf.

5.	 Jennifer Steinhauer, “Democrats Hand Victory to Obama on 
Iran Nuclear Deal,” New York Times, September 10, 2015, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/11/us/politics/iran-nucle-
ar-deal-senate.html.

6.	 Kenneth Katzman and Paul K. Kerr, “Iran Nuclear Agree-
ment,” Congressional Research Service, November 20, 2015, 
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R43333.pdf; John Bellinger, “The 
New UNSCR on Iran: Does it Bind the United States (and 
Future Presidents)?,” Lawfare (blog), July 18, 2015, https://
www.lawfareblog.com/new-unscr-iran-does-it-bind-united-
states-and-future-presidents.

7.	 Elliott Abrams, “Unraveling the Iran Nuclear Deal on ‘Day 
One,”“ Pressure Points (blog), Council on Foreign Relations, 
July 20, 2015, http://blogs.cfr.org/abrams/2015/07/20/
unraveling-the-iran-nuclear-deal-on-day-one/.

8.	 Katie Zezima, “Donald Trump, Ted Cruz Headline Capitol 
Rally Against Iran Nuclear Deal,” Washington Post, Sep-
tember 9, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/
post-politics/wp/2015/09/09/donald-trump-ted-cruz-to-
headline-capitol-rally-against-iran-nuclear-deal/?tid=ptv_
rellink&utm_term=.6af4e170e87d.

9.	 Nick Wadhams, “Shredding Iran Nuclear Deal May Be 
Harder Than Trump Thinks,” Bloomberg, December 2, 2016, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-12-02/
shredding-iran-nuclear-deal-could-prove-harder-than-trump-
thinks.

10.	 Cornelius Adebahr, ‘The Linchpin to the Iran Deal’s Future: 
Europe,” Washington Quarterly 38, no. 4 (Winter 2016): 
https://twq.elliott.gwu.edu/sites/twq.elliott.gwu.edu/files/
downloads/TWQ_Winter2016_Adebahr.pdf, 115–31.

11.	 Matthew Rosenberg, Mark Mazzetti, and Eric Schmitt, “In 
Trump’s Security Pick, Michael Flynn, ‘Sharp Elbows’ and No 
Dissent,” New York Times, December 3, 2016, https://www.
nytimes.com/2016/12/03/us/politics/in-national-security-
adviser-michael-flynn-experience-meets-a-prickly-past.html.

12.	 Jim Lobe, “Mattis on Iran: Belligerent, but 
Don’t Tear Up Nuclear Deal,” LobeLog, 
November 25, 2016, http://lobelog.com/
mattis-on-iran-belligerent-but-dont-tear-up-nuclear-deal/.

13.	 Robert Spencer, “Trump’s CIA Nominee Mike Pom-
peo Promises to Roll Back Iran Deal,” Financial Times, 
November 21, 2016, https://www.ft.com/content/
e2849b56-ada7-11e6-ba7d-76378e4fef24.

14.	 Esfandyar Batmanghelidj, “How Rex Tillerson’s Oil Indus-
try Politics Could Boost the Iran Deal,” Bourse & Bazaar, 
December 10, 2016, http://www.bourseandbazaar.com/arti-
cles/2016/12/10/new-secretary-of-state-rex-tillerson-doesnt-
believe-in-sanctions.

15.	 “Republican Governors Oppose Iran Nuclear Agree-
ment,” press release, Republican Governors Asso-
ciation, September 8, 2015, https://www.rga.org/
republican-governors-oppose-iran-nuclear-agreement/.

16.	 Alan He, “Pence Goes Farther Than Trump on Iran Deal, 
Says US Will ‘Rip Up,’“ CBS, October 12, 2016, http://www.
cbsnews.com/news/pence-goes-farther-than-trump-on-iran-
deal-says-us-will-rip-up/.

17.	 Bob Dreyfuss, “Trump’s Foreign-Policy Appointees Are Set 
to Provoke War With Iran,” Nation, December 14, 2016, 
https://www.thenation.com/article/trumps-foreign-policy-
appointees-are-set-to-provoke-war-with-iran/.

18.	 “Council Conclusions on Iran,” press release, 
Council of European Union, November 14, 
2016, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/
press-releases/2016/11/14-conclusions-iran/. 

19.	 “Statement by Federica Mogherini on the first Anniversary 
of the Implementation of the JCPOA,” Brussels, European 
External Action Service, January 16, 2017, https://eeas.euro-
pa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/18609/State-
ment%20by%20Federica%20Mogherini%20on%20the%20
first%20Anniversary%20of%20the%20Implementation%20
of%20the%20JCPOA.

20.	 Ibid.
21.	 Ibid. 
22.	 Federica Mogherini, “The Iran Nuclear Deal Is a Success—

and the Whole World Is Safer For It,” Guardian, January 17, 
2017, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/
jan/17/iran-nuclear-deal.



CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE  |   1 1

23.	 In addition to the Guardian (see note 22), these papers 
include El País (Spain), Le Soir (Belgium), Tribune de Genève 
(Switzerland), and Iran Daily (Iran). 

24.	 Colum Lynch and Dan de Luce, “In Private Meeting, Euro 
Diplomats Beseech Trump Team to Uphold Transatlantic 
Pacts,” Foreign Policy, November 16, 2016, http://foreign-
policy.com/2016/11/16/in-private-meeting-euro-diplomats-
beseech-trump-team-to-uphold-transatlantic-pacts/; Laurence 
Norman, “Europe Hopeful Trump Will Stick With Iran 
Nuclear Deal,” Wall Street Journal, December 13, 2016, 
http://www.wsj.com/articles/europe-hopeful-trump-will-stick-
with-iran-nuclear-deal-1481661689.

25.	 “Remarks by High Representative/Vice-President Federica 
Mogherini at the End of the Informal Dinner of the EU 
Foreign Ministers,” European Union External Action Service, 
November 14, 2016, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/
headquarters-homepage/14697/remarks-by-high-represen-
tativevice-president-federica-mogherini-at-the-end-of-the-
informal-dinner-of-the-eu-foreign-ministers_en. 

26.	 Section 5.1.1, Annex II, E3/EU+3 and Iran Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action, July 14, 2015. 

27.	 Yeganeh Torbati and Joel Schectman, “For European 
Banks, U.S. Assurances on Iran Come With Asterisks,” 
Reuters, May 18, 2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/
us-usa-sanctions-iran-idUSKCN0Y92WI.

28.	 “EU Visit to Iran: Cooperation Envisaged in Various Sectors,” 
European Commission, April 16, 2016, http://ec.europa.eu/
news/2016/04/20160413_2_en.htm.

29.	 Lee Smith, “Undoing the Iran Deal? Easy.,” Weekly Stan-
dard, November 15, 2016, http://www.weeklystandard.com/
undoing-the-iran-deal-easy./article/2005394.

30.	 Sanctions waivers are in effect for a specified duration, 
generally 120 or 180 days: U.S. Treasury Department and 
U.S. State Department, “Guidance Relating to the Lifting of 
Certain U.S. Sanctions Pursuant to the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action on Implementation Day,” U.S. Treasury 
Department, January 16, 2016, https://www.treasury.gov/
resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/implement_
guide_jcpoa.pdf.

31.	 Yeganeh Torbati, “Trump Election Puts Iran Nuclear Deal 
on Shaky Ground,” Reuters, November 9, 2016, http://
www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-election-trump-iran-idUSK-
BN13427E; Payam Mohseni, “The 2016 Iranian Parliamen-
tary Elections and the Future of Domestic Politics Under the 
JCPOA,” Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, 
Harvard Kennedy School, December 2016, http://www.
belfercenter.org/publication/2016-iranian-parliamentary-
elections-and-future-domestic-politics-under-jcpoa.

32.	 Laurence Norman and Julian E. Barnes, “Federica Mogherini, 
Top EU Diplomat, Says Bloc Is Prepared for Trump,” Wall 
Street Journal, December 14, 2016, http://www.wsj.com/
articles/federica-mogherini-top-eu-diplomat-says-bloc-is-
prepared-for-trump-1481740445.

33.	 Richard Nephew, “Want to Renegotiate the Iran 
Deal? Much Harder Than It Looks,” Markaz (blog), 
Brookings Institution, December 9, 2016, https://
www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2016/12/09/
want-to-renegotiate-the-iran-deal-much-harder-than-it-looks/.

34.	 Andrew C. McCarthy, “How About a Little Art of the Deal 
for Iran?,” National Review, December 17, 2016, http://www.
nationalreview.com/article/443147/obama-iran-deal-trump.

35.	 Laura Rozen, “Obama Administration, Allies Try to Buy Time 
for Iran Nuclear Deal,” Al-Monitor, December 21, 2016, 
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/12/obama-
buy-time-iran-nuclear-deal.html.

36.	 International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Director Gen-
eral, “Verification and Monitoring in the Islamic Republic 
of Iran in Light of United Nations Security Council Resolu-
tion 2231 (2015),” IAEA, November 9, 2016, https://www.
iaea.org/sites/default/files/16/09/gov2016-46.pdf; see also 
the January 2, 2017, letter of thirty-seven scientists to the 
president-elect: William J. Broad, “Top Scientists Urge Trump 
to Abide by Iran Nuclear Deal,” New York Times, January 2, 
2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/02/science/top-
scientists-letter-trump-iran-nuclear-deal.html.

37.	 IAEA, “Verification and Monitoring.“
38.	 Geoff Dyer, “Trump Team Looks at New Non-

Nuclear Sanctions on Iran,” Financial Times, 
December 2, 2016, https://www.ft.com/
content/7d51f092-b821-11e6-961e-a1acd97f622d.

39.	 “Press Release on Behalf of the Joint Commission of the 
JCPOA,” press release, European Union External Action, 
January 10, 2017, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/
headquarters-homepage/18436/press-release-behalf-joint-
commission-jcpoa-10-january-2017_en.

40.	 Asa Fitch and Aresu Eqbali, “Iran’s President Orders Devel-
opment of Nuclear-Propulsion System for Ships,” Wall 
Street Journal, December 13, 2016, http://www.wsj.com/
articles/iranian-president-orders-development-of-nuclear-
powered-ships-1481652235. The JCPOA notwithstanding, 
putting this announcement into practice is likely to bring 
Iran in conflict with its regular safeguards obligations under 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty; Mark Hibbs, “Iran Nuclear 
Propulsion: IAEA Firewalls,” Arms Control Wonk, January 4, 
2017, http://www.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/1202714/
iran-nuclear-propulsion-iaea-firewalls/.



T H E  G LO BA L  T H I N K  TA N K   |   CarnegieEndowment.org

CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE    
The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace is a unique global network of policy research 
centers in Russia, China, Europe, the Middle East, India, and the United States. Our mission, 
dating back more than a century, is to advance the cause of peace through analysis and development 
of fresh policy ideas and direct engagement and collaboration with decisionmakers in government, 
business, and civil society. Working together, our centers bring the inestimable benefit of multiple 
national viewpoints to bilateral, regional, and global issues.

@CarnegieEndow facebook.com/CarnegieEndowment

   

© 2017 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. All rights reserved.

Carnegie does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views represented 
herein are the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect the views of Carnegie, its staff,  
or its trustees.

41.	 “Most Americans Oppose Withdrawing From Iran Deal,” 
questionnaire, Program for Public Consultation, University 
of Maryland, January 6, 2017, http://www.publicconsulta-
tion.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/US_Role_in_World_
Quaire-IRAN.pdf.

42.	 “Boeing, Iran Air Announce Agreement for 80 Airplanes,” 
press release, Boeing, December 11, 2016, http://boeing.
mediaroom.com/2016-12-11-Boeing-Iran-Air-Announce-
Agreement-for-80-Airplanes; Christopher Drew, “Boeing 
Speaks in Trump Terms on Iran Deal: It’s About Jobs,” New 
York Times, December 11, 2016, https://www.nytimes.
com/2016/12/11/business/iran-boeing-airplane-billion-dollar-
agreement.html.

43.	 Sylvan Lane, “GOP Chairman Pans ‘Disappointing’ Boeing 
Sale to Iran,” Hill, December 12, 2016, http://thehill.com/
policy/finance/310065-gop-chairman-pans-disappointing-
boeing-sale- 
to-iran.

44.	 In the more general context of a potential rise of protec-
tionism under Trump, the Economist reported that given 
“the growth in lobbying, litigation, and regulatory action 
in America, [foreign] companies feel they are at a competi-
tive disadvantage . . . . The Trump administration could well 
awaken a protectionist impulse at big domestic firms that lies 
not far beneath the surface.” “America Leaves Foreign Firms 
Out in the Cold,” Schumpeter (blog), Economist, January 12, 
2017, http://www.economist.com/news/business/21714376-
populism-economic-concentration-and-regulation-are-some-
reasons-foreign-bosses-are.

45.	 Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and Jonathan Schanzer, “Trump 
Wants to Shake Up the World Order? Here’s Where He 
Should Start,” Politico, December 11, 2016, http://www.
politico.com/magazine/story/2016/12/trump-administration-
foreign-policy-middle-east-allies-enemies-214519.

46.	 Chinese President Xi Jinping spoke at the World Economic 
Forum in Davos in January 2017, and his posturing as a 
leader of free trade and globalization gave a foreshadowing of 
the oddity to come; Larry Elliott and Graeme Wearden, “Xi 
Jinping Signals China Will Champion Free Trade if Trump 
Builds Barriers,” Guardian, January 17, 2017, https://www.
theguardian.com/business/2017/jan/17/china-xi-jinping-
china-free-trade-trump-globalisation-wef-davos.

47.	 This is what the most recent report by the International Crisis 
Group calls “good-faith attempts to improve” the deal; Inter-
national Crisis Group, Implementing the Iran Nuclear Deal: 
A Status Report (Washington and Brussels: International 
Crisis Group, 2017).

48.	 Ali Vaez, “President Trump and the Art of the Iran 
Nuclear Deal,” International Crisis Group, Novem-
ber 23, 2016, https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-
east-north-africa/gulf-and-arabian-peninsula/iran/
president-trump-and-art-iran-nuclear-deal. 

49.	 Ellie Geranmayeh, “Détente With Iran: How Europe Can 
Maximise the Chances of a Final Nuclear Deal,” European 
Council on Foreign Affairs, June 3, 2014, http://www.ecfr.eu/
page/-/ECFR104_IRAN_BRIEF_AW_(2).pdf.

50.	 During her first encounter with President Donald Trump on 
January 30, UK Prime Minister Theresa May remained firm 
on the merits of the JCPOA.


