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The Middle East, and particularly the Persian Gulf region, was a controversial element of Donald 

Trump’s presidential campaign program, which eventually led him to win the elections on November 

8, 2016. 

The agreement signed by the international community with Iran has been object of a particularly 

deliberate criticism, as well as counter-terrorism management and the relations with the allied 

countries in the region. 

Despite the threatening intentions of the electoral campaign, however, the first six months of the 

Trump administration did not produce significant US policy changes in the region, leaving the political 

and military strategy in the area almost unchanged. 

 

The Iranian nuclear agreement 

The nuclear agreement reached in 2015 by the countries of the so-called 5 + 1 group (USA, Russia, 

China, France, Great Britain and Germany) with Iran, known as JCPOA and implemented on 1 

January 2016, represented one of the main topics of Donald Trump's foreign policy campaign. 

On September 6, 2016, during an event in Virginia Beach, Donald Trump argued that it was the 

negotiation desired and initiated by Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton in transforming Iran into a 

global threat, transforming Iran from a "dying country" into a "great regional actor", and defining the 

agreement as the product of the "highest level of incompetence"1. 

A few months earlier, invited to speak at an AIPAC conference - the American Israel Public Affairs 

Committee, a powerful lobbying group for the development of the relations with the state of Israel - 

Trump explained how he would handle relations with Iran in case of victory, arguing that "my first 

priority will be to dismantle the disastrous agreement with Iran"2. 

On September 8, 2015, then, Trump wrote his criticism on the agreement with Iran, defining it in an 

article published on USA Today as the result of "the total incompetence of our president and 

politicians."3 

The issue of the negotiation with Iran, therefore, was a central element of Donald Trump's campaign, 

which sought to rally the wave of opposition to Obama's administration by moving charges as heavy 

as generic to JCPOA, threatening to actually suspend - if not the revocation - in order to conquer 

those members of the electorate who are particularly sensitive to Middle Eastern issues. 

In spite of the heavy threats formulated during the election campaign, however, during the first six 

months of 2017, the administration has always confirmed the renewal of suspensions on sanctions, 

while recognizing at the same time full respect by Iran of the provisions contained in the agreement 

signed by the international community4. 

New sanctions has been issued, this is true, but it has always been a matter of marginal measures, 

not connected to JCPOA, and only instrumental in transforming the Tehran missile program into a 

new negotiating arena. These sanctions, in essence, respond to the need to demonstrate to the most 

radical and conservative voters in the republican sphere that the administration has not betrayed, 
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continuing to systematically strike the Iranian regime with sanctions that - in the light of this narrative 

- should compromise the capacity for economic, military and social development. 

The renewal of the suspension of sanctions is, however, confirmed by regularity, implicitly 

acknowledging that the United States recognizes full respect for Iran in the management of JCPOA, 

in the context of negotiating automatisms that regulate the overall community-defined relationship 

management at regular intervals international. 

The latest US certification of compliance with the agreements dates back to July 17, in response to 

a statement by Secretary of State Rex Tillerson confirming to the President the full fulfilment of the 

contractual clauses by Iran, with the confirmation of the International Agency for Atomic Energy5. 

US treaty law stipulates that the administration should notify the Congress every 90 days of respect 

for Iran's key elements of JCPOA, thus confirming the United States' renewal of the suspension of 

some of the many sanctions imposed on Iran. 

This complex management mechanism also allows appreciating some nuances of US foreign and 

security policy towards Iran. President Trump is, in fact, contrary to the management of an agreement 

that tends to normalize and hence the legitimacy of Iran as a reliable counterpart in compliance with 

the provisions of the agreements. Iran is, and remains, an enemy of the United States and, in the 

president's view, must be subject to much more radical and coercive policies than the positive and 

constructive overall relational plan defined by the JCPOA agreement. 

Not on the same line are the former military entourage which represents the backbone of the 

administration, and in particular National Security Council’s Herbert Raymond McMaster, Secretary 

of State Rex Tillerson and Secretary of Defense James Mattis, who despite a common position of 

adversity to the Islamic Republic of Iran, do not consider it useful and profitable to determine a crisis 

with Tehran in the light of these conditions. 

Some US foreign policy observers have come to the conclusion that Trump would urge his executive 

to find a solution to engage Iran in a growing political conflict with the aim of denouncing somehow 

the JCPOA violation and exercising it, snap back option. McMaster, Tillerson and Mattis, however, 

would oppose a blatant US hostile initiative, opting instead for an aggressive strategy pushing Iran 

to withdraw from the deal, under the pressure of constant financial paralysis and the inability to 

transform hundreds of memorandum of understanding signed with European companies in real-

rewarding contracts. 

The option to accelerate this process, hoping that Iranians would react – especially by the hawk 

component within the US administration - is to insist on pressure against Iran through the approval 

of new and ongoing sanctions related to distinct elements from the JCPOA, such as the development 

of the missile program, the human rights issue or even, though more difficult, the issue of support 

for terrorism. 

Where the Trump Administration wants or can actually come up with this strategy, it is not at this 

stage possible to determine it with certainty, as it is unclear how McMaster, Tillerson, and Mattis 

positions are coinciding in supporting the escalation ambitions of the president or in holding them . 

 

Trump and the Gulf Monarchies 

If the Iranian file allows to identify divergences, or at least different perceptions, between the 

chairman and the top leaders of the institutional apparatus, the management of regional policy 

towards the Gulf monarchies seems even less definite. 

President Trump specifically wished that Saudi Arabia would have been the first state visit of his 

presidential mandate, going to Riyadh on May 20 and meeting with King Salman, his son Mohammad 
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Bin Salman - Defense Minister and, today, a new Crown Prince - and Mohammad bin Nayef, (crown 

prince up to a month ago), a historic ally of the United States and a second generation exponent of 

the complex system of Saudi power6. 

The visit took place in utmost friendliness, with a ceremonial visibly constructed to give the guest the 

utmost of possible honours, in the name of a renewed collaboration that decreed the end of the frost 

that had characterized the double mandate of the Obama presidency7. 

While the "man of Washington" in Riyadh has historically been in recent years, Mohammad bin 

Nayef, whose US network is vast and of a very high standard, Donald Trump has immediately 

manifested a natural harmony with Mohammad bin Salman, a young and ambitious son of King 

Salman, whose intervention in the region must be initiated and hardened relations with Iran and its 

allies8. 

Mohammad bin Nayef had so far represented the main point of contact with the tops of the US 

institutional and security system, with whom he has always coordinated regional policies and 

strategies, exchanged confidential information and agreed on a cooperation policy with wide range 

that has led to remarkable results in the many operating theatres in which the United States is 

militarily involved. Nevertheless, Donald Trump during his state visit focused his interest on the son 

of the sovereign, visibly sharing the positions, the way of thinking and acting. 

This visit, therefore, has caused some technical change in the administration, and at the same time 

convinced Mohammad bin Salman of the full and definitive support of the United States in the 

direction of his personal view of the Saudi and regional national priorities, confirming what the young 

prince he seemed to be fully tuned during his visit to Washington in the previous month of March9. 

A tune that seems to have had immediate consequences, including for US interests in the region, as 

demonstrated by the Qatar crisis crushed just after the Trump visit to Riyadh, and made possible by 

the Saudi interpretations of that same visit, understood as the total and unconditional support of the 

United States to the strategic vision of Saudi Arabia and its regional ally, the United Arab Emirates. 

However, the Qatar crisis has raised concerns in Washington, where the relationship with Doha has 

always been tightened both in terms of defense (the largest US military base in the region is in Qatar) 

and on foreign policy (Qatar has been the first country to support US policy in North Africa, providing 

concrete support in both Libya and Egypt in 2011). 

For this reason, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and Defense Secretary James Mattis - both on a 

state-of-the-art trip to Australia at the time of the crisis - immediately took up the issue, providing 

their personal commitment with a view to finding a quick solution that wasting unwanted effects, in 

particular Rex Tillerson made it clear from the outset that the United States would support the 

proposed mediation by Kuwait. 

While Tillerson and Mattis's action intensified, however, President Trump issued a television 

interview in which he accused Qatar of being a "historic high-level terrorist lender", causing some 

embarrassment in the Washington administration10. 
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A good number of analysts and journalists identified Trump's generals Jared Kushner, entourage of 

the United Arab Emirates ambassador to Washington, Yousef Al Otiba, as a possible source of 

commentary. Accredited by Tillerson and Mattis as the emissary of a sort of "parallel" foreign policy, 

built through staff and direct relationship with the father-in-law11. The apparent contrast between the 

statements has been overcome, however, with the dominance of the administration's pragmatism 

on the White House's power. Only six days later, with the permission to sell Qatar's 36 F-15 aircraft, 

a clear $ 12 billion deal was confirmed, confirming in fact both political and military support for Doha. 

The crisis triggered by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates against Qatar has therefore 

evolved with the demand for 13 conditions deemed unacceptable by Doha, which has resisted the 

pressure of the antagonists by receiving support both at regional and international level. To date, the 

evolution of the crisis seems to evolve in favour of Qatar's position and interests. 
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