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In the middle of 2017 there are no elements to assess what will be the long term change on US 

foreign policy brought by the new Trump administration. The themes of the electoral campaign, run 

with atypical and violent tones, is not indicative of the real strategy that the new administration 

intends to follow. It is also well known that the American administration represents an extremely 

complex, articulated and sophisticated system of weights and counterweights that balance the 

power of the president and that it will soften the will of the elected anti-establishment president. 

This is more likely to happen on international issues and foreign policy, while Trump will retain 

more of its unorthodox approach mostly on domestic issues. In fact, each US president, in order to 

ensure the effectiveness of his action, is obliged to give space and power in the highest level of the 

administration – a system that counts on an army of over 2 million federal employees – to the 

forces of the various lobbying and lobby groups that represent the various political, social and 

economic souls of the country and of the whole world. The fine tuning of all these different and 

powerful forces, each one with its own foreign policy agenda, is very difficult to achieve, even for a 

president expression of the establishment. After the elections the spoil system was for many 

months incapable to work, due to the resistance of the administration and for the luck of qualified 

persons to appoint into the agencies and state departments. Only the top figures of the major 

administrations have been appointed, but the turnover from the previous democratic administration 

has been slow and incomplete. The post of Ambassador in Moscow, for example, a country that 

was supposed to be symptomatic of the new presidential course, it was nominally filled up only in 

mid July by Jon Huntsman. Pending the Parliament’s foreign affairs committee green light on the 

name in September 2017 the bilateral relations between Moscow and Washington still remain in 

the hands of the Amb. John Tefft, who was appointed by president Obama in August 2014 at the 

height of the Ukrainian conflict. Tefft is a great expert of Russia and former Soviet Union space, 

having been already ambassador to Lithuania, Georgia and Ukraine, as well as Assistant 

Secretary of State for relations with Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova. Even if its curriculum 

appears very distant from the new course, its prolonged presence in Moscow is a clear illustration 

of the difficulties of changing the course of American foreign policy. This situation is not very 

different from many other embassies, where only in July 2017 the White House has begun to 

submit to the Senate for its approval the new appointments of its administration. 

It will then be necessary to wait for the mid-term elections to see if and which posture the new 

presidential administration will take on many strategic issues on the planet, how many 

compromises will have to be made, and on what dossiers it will actually push the accelerator and in 

what direction. The feeling is that for the moment the new American administration is trying to win 

time on many major international dossiers, with a pragmatic and business-oriented approach: this, 

on one hand, reflects one of the salient features of the new presidency, on the other is a signal of a 

problematic take-over and of the difficulties of having effective regional postures without a shared 

global strategy, possible only with many compromises.  

As far as the eastern Mediterranean region is concerned, particularly relevant, however, it seems 

to be the Trump administration's decision to stop the weapons and training supply programs 

provided up to this time by the CIA to the anti Syrian opposition. It is clear that the Syrian conflict is 

the basis for redesigning the policies towards Moscow and Tehran of the new US administration, 

and this move should be read in the light of the broad strategic decisions Washington will take in 

the coming months. The decision to abandon the policy of pushing down Assad interfering militarily 

in the Syrian civil war will also have direct consequences for South East Europe, because of the 
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strict links between the Balkans, Turkey and the complex connections of Ankara’s domestic 

politics, with wars in Syria and Iraq.  

A similar ambiguous approach it appears to exist also in the case of the Iranian dossier, where the 

anti Iran and anti JCPOA moment of US presidency appears that it is not taking-over.  

We can conclude saying that the two main dossiers relevant for Italy and Europe, the US-Russia 

and US-Iran ones, are trapped in a deep stalemate and they will likely remain so for the whole 

2017; they are both influenced by the conflicts in Syria and Iraq, two wars that will redefine 

dramatically the geopolitics of the Middle East in a way that was not experienced in more than a 

century, when the borders between Turkey, Iraq and Syria were first draft. We have the feeling that 

the new administration – and US as a strategic player – is not any more in the position to shape or 

influence the outcomes of this process. In this situation, the decision to reset the courses of the US 

– Iran and US – Russia relations as they were inherited by the Obama, will largely remain a 

wishfully thinking. However, we believe that of these two dossiers (improving the relations with 

Moscow and deteriorating the ones with Teheran), the new US administration will prioritise the 

second one. That is, also, the most difficult one, because it involves a review of the JCPOA (the 

nuclear agreement signed by USA, Europe and Russia with Teheran) and a diplomatic 

confrontation with both Europe and with Moscow. Shifting back from JCPOA would not be neutral 

regarding the relations with Russia, because it would expose Washington on two fronts and 

because it is not possible to isolate Iran without the cooperation with Russia. And since we do not 

see that there are currently margins for changing the present status of relations between 

Washington and Moscow - which we believe will continue its stalemate course of mutual distrust 

without deteriorating substantially – it appears that the revisionist ambitions on Iran are also 

destined to remain predominantly an electoral intention or a policy statement. This at least for the 

year 2017, for which we do not consider Trump's administration will have the ability to put in place 

meaningful policies to review the status quo. As far as the role of US in South Eastern Europe / 

Eastern Mediterranean, 2017 will remain a transitional year. An element that is, however, a further 

component of uncertainty for the strategic situation in the Mediterranean and Europe’s near 

abroad.  

  

 


