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Trump freezes the enthusiasm on the JCPOA and does not certify its 

renewal  

 
Donald Trump had promised in the electoral campaign to "tear apart" the nuclear deal signed 

by the previous Obama administration together with the countries of the so called 5+1, defining the 

JCPOA as "one of the worst and most unbalanced agreements in which the United States has ever 

been involved". The first months of his administration, however, were characterized by a position of 

attendance on the specific dossier, which he had left to hope for its peaceful survival, although in the 

context of a constant deterioration of relations with Iran, characterized by an increasing number of 

sanctions imposed by Washington as a result of the development of Tehran’s missile program. In a 

crescendo of tensions within his own administration, however, which led to the removal of the figure 

of the adviser Steve Bannon and the downsizing of that of his son-in-law Jared Kushner, the capacity 

of influence on the White House of Saudi Arabia and Israel was simultaneously increased, resulting 

in a marked deterioration in the already bad relations with Iran. Although characterized by positions 

declared to be anti-Iranian, the heads of National Security (McMaster), Defense (Mattis) and 

Secretary of State (Tillerson), are carriers of a strategy built on pragmatism. Finally, the crisis 

emerged on 13 October with the announcement by President Trump not wanting to proceed with the 

certification of the JCPOA, burdening the Congress with the responsibilities of the relationship with 

Iran.  

 

The functioning of the JCPOA and its progressive crisis  

When the United States signed an agreement with Iran and the international community in 

2015 to define the issue of Tehran's nuclear program, they also defined an Iran Nuclear Agreement 

Review Act (INARA) to stem the growing dissent within the Congress and part of the Republican 

party (and not only), where they established the obligation for the president to certify every 90 days 

to the Congress the respect of the agreement by Iran and the continuation of the US interest to 

support its validity. In short, the president must not only assure the Congress of Iran's full compliance 

with the provisions contained in the JCPOA and certified by the International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA), but also ensure that the renewal of the agreement it is always a vital interest in the US foreign 

and defense policy. And it is on this clause that the crisis of relations with Iran has progressively 

been built, which has proved to be true during the term of President Obama, later reinforced by the 

Trump administration.  

The mechanism through which Obama's plan to start a gradual recovery of economic relations 

with Iran has been thwarted, had been implemented at an institutional level through a dual internal 

and international strategy. Internationally, the Treasury Department has sent its officials around the 

world - and especially in Europe - with the specific objective of discouraging the main banking 

institutions from undertaking any funding initiative toward commercial and industrial projects with 

Iran. This action was undertaken through the highlighting of an always-possible violation of the 

sanctions that remained in place, and the consequent possibility of being denied the possibility to 

operate on the American financial market for those credit institutions that are found guilty of having 

violated the relevant legislation. With the result – in practise – of freezing any European financial 

initiative towards Iran - except for the modest action of small banking groups - virtually not unlocking 

any of the many MoUs (Memorandum of Understanding) signed in the enthusiasm of the weeks 

following the signature of the JCPOA.  

On the domestic level, those who have always opposed the agreement promoted the provision 

of new sanctions since the day of the signature of the JCPOA - sanctions provided under that part 
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of the legislation that the signature of the JCPOA did not go to suspend - with the intention of 

encouraging the other party to exercise the "snap back" clause (voluntary withdrawal) reserved for 

the contracting parties if they consider that one or more elements of the agreement have been 

violated. At the same time, the same forces of opposition to the JCPOA have progressively built a 

narrative based on elements that in reality are not part of the agreement, but which are presented 

as essential for the guarantees on national security and regional balances. In particular, Iran has 

been attributed on the one hand the intent of wanting to strengthen its missile program orienting it to 

the development of ICBN missiles with nuclear weapons transport capability, thus causing a threat 

of global proportions for US security interests; while on the other end Iran was accused of having 

assumed a hegemonic political and military posture in the region, where Tehran's contribution is 

seen as essential in the reconquest of the territories by the Syrian and Iraqi armed forces in the 

context of the two crises that characterize neighbouring countries. Last but not least, the Saudis 

accuse Tehran of clearly interfering in the conflict in Yemen, supporting the Houthi rebels and thus 

contributing to the continuation of a crisis on which Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates have 

invested - again without significant successes - large amounts of money. A set of accusations in no 

way connected with the provisions of the JCPOA but skilfully transformed, first by the forces that 

oppose the treaty and then also by Trump, in the substance of that quarterly judgment on the 

certification of the agreement through which the president must not only recognize the full respect of 

the rules by the counterpart, but also formulate an overall judgment that establishes the essential 

nature for the interest of the United States. If the first two deadlines of the Iran Nuclear Agreement 

Review Act have passed unscathed by renewing the suspension of sanctions, the third meeting 

coincided with a more delicate phase of US policy and a contextual renewed interest of the president 

to demonstrate his opposition to the agreement and especially to those who invented it, refusing 

October 13 to certify its validity and putting the difficult solution of the case back in the hands of the 

Congress. 

 

What happens now?  

Trump's move against the JCPOA is only apparently devoid of logic, although in any case 

potentially dangerous and difficult to understand especially by Europeans. Trump has always 

sustained with his electoral base that Iran was a danger and that it should be contained through far 

stricter and more stringent strategies than those adopted by its predecessor. In a not easy phase of 

his presidential mandate he decided to send the bill he had contracted with the electorate to the 

"Iranian question", although he understood the scale and the enormous difficulties. He therefore 

refused to certify its further validity by burdening the Congress with the decision, albeit without 

expressing any judgment, officially not to exert influence on its members. In this way, he has given 

on the Congress the burden of establishing, within 60 days, whether new sanctions and containment 

measures by the USA are necessary against Iran - with the risk, however, of seeing the agreement’s 

collapse if denounced in its substance from Iran - or if the existing ones are effective and able to 

guarantee the validity of the agreement - with the risk in this case that it is President Trump himself 

to exercise the "snap back" clause.  

In this way, the president actually asks Congress to evaluate the fragility of the agreement with 

Iran in terms of strategic interests of the United States, asking the same Congress to assume the 

responsibility to identify any measures capable of providing more effective security within the 

framework of national interests. If Congress did not make those substantial changes that Trump 

implicitly asks, the president would then have the faculty to exercise his personal prerogatives to 

annul the agreement, however, discharging his responsibility on the Congress and on the institutional 

apparatus of the country. Or, the president could be satisfied with almost symbolic changes, enough 

to prove to his electoral constituency to have maintained the engagement to "to cut up" the JCPOA. 
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Assumed that Iran agrees, in terms of mutual interest, to support this game.  

A dangerous gambling that risks exposing not only the credibility of the country but also and 

above all its real strategic interests on a regional and global level. In delegating the decision to 

Congress, Trump concurrently adopted a narrative of the "Iranian problem" built on the need to 

contain the "fanatic regime", stop its missile development plan and prevent access to the atomic 

facility at the end of the agreement signed with the international community. A set of stereotypes 

very strong in terms of domestic communication, which, however, has not met particular successes 

at the international level, where indeed the decision has been largely accepted with disbelief or even 

dismay.  

No concrete effect will therefore be determined immediately, pending the decision of the 

Congress and the subsequent certification deadline for the president, next 12 January. In the 

meantime, the terms of what should ideally become the new text of the agreement on the American 

side will be defined in the Congress, which will be able to move in a completely new and more 

restrictive direction - risking, as already said, to provoke the reaction of Iran and the definitive end of 

the agreement - or a less invasive solution, more of a facade than of substance, that can satisfy 

Trump's political need for his electoral base without jeopardizing the whole scope of the agreement. 

Among the hypotheses formulated by the White House was circulated also that according to which 

the president would like to include the IRGC within the terrorist organizations recognized by the US 

State Department, thus closing the door to the most powerful military and industrial organization in 

the country . A move that would almost certainly involve the revocation of the agreement by Iran, 

and that is therefore viewed with fear by those who seek to promote at any cost the rescue of the 

JCPOA. To the hypothesis of risk negotiation must then be added to the loss of credibility of the 

country in terms of international relations, as have recalled both academics and men of the 

institutions, underlining how the international community could no longer trust the agreements signed 

by the US if it were to continue the trend of cancellation of treaties signed by the predecessor.  

Last but not least, it is necessary to consider what will be the actual position of the other signatories 

of the agreement with Iran, moreover sanctioned by the United Nations and in this way no longer 

qualifiable as a mere act within the United States policy. 

  

The reactions in Iran  

Trump's speech at the inauguration ceremony of the United Nations had somewhat anticipated 

to the Iranians the extent of President Trump's subsequent decision not to certify the agreement with 

the international community, thus confirming the less inclined parties to the dialogue with the 

international community how and in fact it is "useless" any negotiation hypothesis with Washington. 

The Rohani government said it was perplexed and accused the United States of intentionally wanting 

to sabotage the agreement, even in the face of evidence of Iran's compliance with the negotiations, 

as certified by the international community through the IAEA. Less diplomatic tones in the most 

conservative fringes and military apparatus, where accusations of violation of the JCPOA follow one 

another without pause and where for weeks the narrative that invites Iran and its leadership to follow 

the model of Korea of the North, indicating that only a credible military deterrence capacity succeeds 

- in their opinion - to discourage the destabilizing action of the United States and its regional allies. 

The military summit of Sepah-e Pasdaran, the body of revolutionary guards, has openly threatened 

the United States, should the IRGC (Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps) be included in the list of 

terrorist organizations, to promote a political equal legislative provision to include the US military in 

the list of terrorist organizations recognized by Iran, with all that this would entail in the region and 

especially in Iraq and Syria.  
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Iran has repeatedly said not to seek escalation with the United States, but at the same time no longer 

willing to tolerate continuing violations of the agreement built on the deliberate will of the United 

States and its regional allies to indiscriminately hit the Iran and its interests. In particular, Tehran 

underlines that the missile program is not negotiable and even less part of the signing with the 

international community, representing the flagship program of the national defense system and, in 

fact, the only real deterrent instrument of which the country has in the exercise of its defense policy. 

Nonetheless, Iranian political posture kept a steady balance the day after the announcement of the 

de-certification, adopting the maximum possible pragmatism and waiting for developments on the 

front of the other signatories of the agreement, especially in Europe. It is not clear to Tehran if the 

decided and acceptable words of the High Representative Federica Mogherini about the validity of 

the agreement and the need to support it will then be effectively put into practice by the European 

Union and by the individual member states as happened at the time of ILSA (the Iran Libya Sanctions 

Act), when the Europeans clearly established with Washington what the margin of the US possibility 

to impose sanctions on third countries. What is above all not clear to Tehran, however, is the actual 

intention of President Trump, read by some as a populist seeking a mere consensus in his fringes 

of electoral support and others on the contrary as a carrier of a strategy to promote regional 

escalation and above all the conflict with Iran. 
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