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Putin and Trump Want to Team Up, but
That's Not Going to Be Easy
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No actor on theBworld stage was as publicly energized by the prospect of a DonaldBTrump
presidency as Russia. At first glance, the support seemedBentirely emotional. But there was
also a rational interest: Trump wasBopen to lifting sanctions, after all.

Sanctions have had aBnegative impact on the Russian economy, a fact that Russian
President®VIladimir Putin was eventually forced to admit. They have alsoBdiplomatically
isolated Russia to an extent unseen since the ColdBWar.

With RussianBindustries struggling to survive without the support of WesternBfinancial
markets — arguably the biggest impact of the sanctionsBregime — Trump, a so-called
“dealmaker” with a relatableBworldview, seemed to provide a lifeline for the Kremlin. But as
TrumpHBsettles into office, it is growing clearer that sanctions relief is®unlikely to come in
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the near future. And there is little Moscow canEdo to hasten it.

Even if TrumpBhimself may want to lift sanctions — or trade them to his ownHBinterest — he
will first have to negotiate with his own Congress atBhome, and then with his nation’s closest
traditional allies acrossHthe Atlantic.

Neither will beBeasy.

What Does Trumpl{Want From Russia?

Trump’s desire toBstrike a deal with Putin is not new, and has apparently not changedBsince

he took office. In recent interviews, he reaffirmed hisBwillingness to trade sanctions relief for
Russian support inBcombating the Islamic State. He also said he would trade sanctionsBfor a

nuclear deal — apparently unaware that Obama already securedBone in 2010.

“He simply doesn’tBunderstand what to do with Russia yet,” says Fyodor Lukyanov,
aBRussian foreign affairs expert.

Trump, it seems,Bonly knows that he wants to make a deal with Russia. To those ends,
aBmeeting with Putin is expected in the near future. The focus willBlikely remain on the
Middle East, where Putin and Trump appear to seeBeye-to-eye.

Beyond that, nothingHis guaranteed.

Regardless of theBnew administration’s rhetoric, there are many signs Russia will notEbe a
top policy priority for the Trump administration. First, theBadministration is divided on
Putin. Most notably, the new defenceBsecretary, Gen. James Mattis, takes a much more
hardline position onBthe Russian leader than Trump himself.

Second, theBallegations that Russia somehow helped Trump win the election willBlikely
compel him to avoid looking too eager to work with Putin. TheyBalso reduce the likelihood of
sanctions being lifted in theBnear-term.

What Can HellActually Do?

Assuming Trump wantsBto lift sanctions immediately, to what extent can he
actRunilaterally? In short, that depends on the type of sanctions underBdiscussion. Some can
be lifted with the stroke of his presidentialE®pen, while others are enshrined in laws passed by
large margins inEthe U.S. Congress.

In terms ofBunilateral action, Trump has the greatest room to maneuver when itBcomes to
the sanctions levied against Moscow for its actions inBUkraine. These are based on four
Obama-era executive orders. Trump,Bas president, can annul them. He can also overturn
sanctions placed®in December by executive order as a response to Russia’s allegedBelection
interference.

But Trump might notBhave the political capital to afford such unilateral action.EBPresident
Obama, when signing the orders in question, enjoyed broadBbipartisan support in the U.S.



Congress for taking measures againstBRussia’s intervention in Ukraine. Many at the time,
especially inBTrump’s own Republican party, argued that Obama’s response wasBEnot strong
enough.

Already, aBbipartisan effort is underway to pass a bill that requires any easingBof sanctions
against Russia be approved by the Congress. If recentBcongressional actions are any
indication, the proposal has a goodBHchance of being passed. A similar law, restricting
Obama’s abilityBto unilaterally lift Iran sanctions, passed in 2015 with bipartisanBsupport.

The remainder ofHU.S. sanctions against Russia are acts of Congress, which means onlyBEthey
can overturn them. Specifically, these are sanctions imposed onEBRussia for violations of arms
control statutes and violations ofBhuman rights.

Broadly speaking,Bthe U.S. Congress has been historically tough on all questionsBpertaining
to Russia.

Will EuropellAssist?

The issue ofBsanctions against Russia is not simply an American one. Washington’sHBallies in
Europe have closely mirrored and worked with the previousBU.S. administration to impose
their own sanctions on Russia. On theBwhole, it has been an allied effort. This makes it
unlikely thatBTrump will lift sanctions unilaterally, says political expertBVIadimir Frolov.

However, theBsituation in Europe is changing in Russia’s favor. New winds areBblowing
across the continent, and the moods may be shifting. PopulistBmovements are on the rise,
and voices in favor of weakening sanctionsBon Russia are growing stronger.

Even the cornerstoneBFranco-German axis is under strain. Francois Fillon, the
frontrunnerBin this year’s French presidential election, is known for hisBlobbying against
sanctions. On Jan. 23, after meeting GermanBEChancellor Angela Merkel, he told reporters that
Europe must beBprepared to lift sanctions if Trump tries to go over their heads —B“which is
not inconceivable.”

The lifting of EUBsanctions against Russia is no less complicated than the lifting
ofBAmerican sanctions. It will require a broad, union-wide consensus.BMoreover, European
sanctions are tied to the implementation of theBMinsk ceasefire agreements in Ukraine. That
wouldn’t necessarily beBa deal-breaker, says Lukyanov: It could be overcome should the
majorBactors — Germany, in particular — support a u-turn on Russia.

Will GermanyliBreak?

However, whileBFrance under a prospective Fillon presidency may be open to
liftingBAsanctions, Germany under Merkel is not. “Under Merkel, Germany nowHis taking all
responsibility for maintaining global liberal values”, ,Bsays Alexander Rahr, research director
of the German-Russian Forum.BAnd Moscow’s ability to undermine Merkel’s stance are
extremelyHlimited.

The question is,Bthen, how long can Merkel hold the line? Even she would be forced



toBchange tack were Trump to ignore the concerns of his strongest allylon the European
continent and unilaterally lift sanctions, arguesERahr.

Since that remainsBEan unlikely scenario, Moscow’s dreams of future free of a sanctionsBwill,
for the moment, have to wait.
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