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PARIS: When Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince visited
France in April, he oozed confidence that President
Donald Trump would pull the United States out of the
Iran nuclear deal which Riyadh has long opposed. An-
swering reporters’ questions in Paris, two weeks after
talks with Trump in Washington, Prince Mohammed
bin Salman compared the deal to the 1938 Munich
Agreement which was meant by European powers to
appease Nazi Germany but ended in war. Where
French, German and British diplomatic efforts failed
with Trump, Saudi Arabia’s appear to have succeeded.

A source close to Saudi policymakers said Wash-
ington and Riyadh, Iran’s
main regional rival, had
been discussing the 2015
nuclear deal “for some time”
before Trump announced
on Tuesday that the United
States was pulling out of it.
The source said it was “ob-
vious” from the Crown
Prince’s talks with Trump in
the White House on March
20 and a visit to Riyadh a month later by US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo that there had been a “coordi-
nation” of positions. “We were for it and we worked
on it,” another Saudi source said of Riyadh’s diplomacy.

Also celebrating is Israel, another of Iran’s enemies.
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu unveiled what
he said was evidence of a secret Iranian nuclear weapons
program on April 30. Most of the purported evidence
Netanyahu presented dated to the period before the
2015 accord was signed, although he said Iran had also

kept important files on nuclear technology since then,
and continued adding to its “nuclear weapons knowl-
edge”. Tehran dismissed Netanyahu as “the boy who
cried wolf”, and called his presentation propaganda.

Although Israeli officials said they did not know
whether Trump had been swayed by the information,
the president referred to it in his announcement on
Tuesday. Netanyahu had talks with Trump in the White
House in March and Israeli diplomats worked hard be-
hind the scenes to get their country’s views across on
the deal, intended to prevent Tehran obtaining a nu-
clear bomb but seen by opponents as flawed. Asked

how much of the Israeli am-
bassador to Washington’s
time had been spent arguing
the case against the deal,
Deputy Minister for Diplo-
macy Michael Oren told
Reuters: “Ball-park guess?
Something in the vicinity of
90-plus (percent) ... This
issue is, for Netanyahu,
paramount.”

Macron visit ‘last resort’
Trump’s announcement was a blow to French Pres-

ident Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor An-
gela Merkel. Both tried to change Trump’s mind on Iran
during visits to the White House in April, and both
failed. British Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson also
made a last-minute dash to Washington but did not get
to see the president. He put Britain’s case at talks with
Pompeo and in an interview with “Fox & Friends” on

cable channel Fox News, which Trump regularly
watches. Despite their efforts, European leaders knew
by mid-April that the chances of persuading Trump to
stay in the nuclear deal were fading, European diplo-
mats said. “Macron’s visit was the last resort,” a Euro-
pean official told Reuters in Brussels, referring to the
French leader’s talks with Trump in the White House
on April 24. Describing the last month of diplomacy as
“disastrous”, the official said: “For weeks all the indi-
cations from the White House and State Department
were: ‘He’s out (of the deal)’.”

On Wednesday, the European allies were seeking
to salvage the nuclear deal and preserve their business
with Iran. Trump’s message to the Europeans in the
run-up to his announcement was that they must come
up with a way to toughen the nuclear deal if the United
States was to remain in it, said sources familiar with the
discussions. He pressed for a separate deal to go
alongside the nuclear agreement that would address
other US concerns about Iran such as its ballistic mis-
sile program, which was not covered in the 2015 ac-
cord, they said. —Reuters
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Questions swirl
around Trump’s
lawyer after 
payments revealed
WASHINGTON: The White House on Wednesday
brushed aside reports that Michael Cohen, Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s personal lawyer, received
millions of dollars from a Russian oligarch and cor-
porations seeking access to the administration. “I
haven’t heard the president express any specific
concerns about that,” White House spokeswoman
Sarah Sanders said when asked about the revela-
tions of the payments to Cohen. “I would refer you
to the president’s outside counsel to address those
concerns,” Sanders said at the daily press briefing.

She also said she was not aware of any actions
taken by the Trump administration to benefit the
companies which made payments to Cohen. Cohen,
Trump’s attorney and fixer for the past decade, is
under criminal investigation in New York and his
home and office were raided by the FBI last month.
The probe was prompted by a tip from the office
of Special Counsel Robert Mueller, who has been
looking into Russian interference in the 2016 elec-

tion, but the authorities have not said what crimes
Cohen is suspected to have committed.  

The various payments to Cohen were revealed
by Michael Avenatti, the attorney representing
porn star Stormy Daniels, who was paid $130,000
just days before the November 2016 election to
keep quiet about an affair she claims to have had
with Trump a decade earlier. The New York Times
and NBC News said they had reviewed financial
documents that corroborated the payments made
to Essential Consultants, the Delaware company set
up by Cohen to pay Daniels. The Avenatti docu-
ment revealed a series of payments to Essential
Consultants beyond the “hush money” payment to
Daniels, whose real name is Stephanie Clifford. Es-
sential Consultants received $500,000 from Russ-
ian oligarch Viktor Vekselberg and money from
telecom giant AT&T, Switzerland-based pharma-
ceutical company Novartis and South Korea’s
Korea Aerospace Industries.

‘This is a big deal’ 
AT&T and Novartis confirmed having made

the payments and Avenatti suggested that Cohen
may have been seeking to profit from his longtime
ties to Trump. “It appears that this may be your
typical pay-to-play type scenario, where you have
someone close to a politician... selling access, po-
tential access, to the president of the United
States,” Avenatti told CNN. —AFP

Trump’s Iran nuke
decision puts Iraq 
leaders to the test 
BAGHDAD: President Donald Trump’s decision to
withdraw from the Iranian nuclear deal has cast a
shadow over an already fraught election in Iraq,
where Tehran and Washington have vied for influence
since the US-led invasion toppled Saddam Hussein in
2003. The removal of a Sunni dictatorship cleared the
path for the country’s Shiite majority, from which the
three top contenders for the premiership, including
incumbent Haider Al-Abadi, are drawn. The outcome
of the May 12 ballot is too close to call. Whoever wins
must balance Iraq’s interests - and the need to reduce
the struggling economy’s dependence on oil - with
those of the United States and Iran, whose intensify-
ing rivalry makes that more difficult.

Abadi and his main rivals - predecessor Nuri Al-
Maliki and new challenger Hadi Al-Amiri, a hardline
militia commander at the head of a powerful paramil-
itary coalition aligned with Iran - tilt heavily towards
Tehran. With Trump increasing pressure on Iran, its
Shiite clerical leadership will be even more deter-
mined to maintain its patronage in Iraq. For Iran, Iraq
is the most important Arab state, even more than Syria
and Lebanon, where it also holds political and military
sway. That is because Iran and Iraq share a border
and Iraq is positioned in the heart of the Gulf region.

Iraq is also Iran’s main route for supplying arms and

fighters to Syria, where it has deployed with allied Iraqi
and Lebanese Shiite militias to back President Bashar
Al-Assad in the civil war. One concern for Iraq is the
risk of clashes between the 5,000 US troops there and
Shiite paramilitaries notionally under Baghdad’s com-
mand but answering to Iran’s Revolutionary Guards,
and to supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. “The
Iraqis are very worried. They don’t want Iraq to be-
come a new theatre of ... war between Iran and the
United States,” said one senior Western envoy. “If there
is a war between Iran and the United States, part of it
will be here.” The US and Iran had found a common
enemy in Islamic State, which at one point held about
a third of Iraq, mainly in the north and the west. Its rapid
advance owed much to the collapse of Iraq’s army, hol-
lowed out by the sectarian policies of the Maliki gov-
ernment. Many Iraqis attribute the jihadis’ subsequent
defeat to men like Amiri and the Iranian-trained militias,
rather than to US-led coalition forces. America mainly
provided air power, while relying on Kurdish fighters
on the ground in both Syria and Iraq.

Proxy war
But while Iran sees Iraq as the most strategically

important Arab state, some experts believe Tehran will
focus more on Israel and the Syrian battlefield. The
conflict there threatens to draw in Israel. Only hours
after Trump’s announcement on the Iran nuclear deal
it launched air strikes against what it says were Iranian
and Hezbollah assets, creeping closer to Israel’s bor-
ders. Iranian forces in Syria shelled Israeli army out-
posts across the Syrian frontier overnight, Israel said,
prompting one of the heaviest Israeli strikes in Syria
since the war began in 2011.—Reuters


