US Enacted Sanctions Against
Russia
WASHINGTON – It should not come as a surprise that Russian
President Vladimir Putin decided to retaliate in kind, after
the US Congress passed a bill (subsequently signed into law by
President Trump) that includes tough economic sanctions
against Russia, as retribution for Russia’s alleged
interference in the US 2016 elections, and for unrelated
issues pertaining to its meddling in Ukraine and more.
Punish Russia
Back in 2016, then US President Barack Obama ordered punitive
measures against Russian diplomats stationed in the USA based
on US intelligence findings that Russia had actively attempted
to interfere in the U.S. elections via hacking and other cyber
attacks. The sanctions included the expulsion of a number of
Russian diplomats. These sanctions were included in a
presidential directive issued by Obama. As such they could
have been rescinded by the new president. But now the tougher
sanctions have been enacted by the Congress and therefore
President Trump will not be able to eliminate them or modify
them unilaterally.
Putin’s reaction
After the US Congress passed this law containing sanctions, by
a huge margin in both houses, Putin decided to get even, as he
realized that these are “veto proof” majorities. In other
words, even if he wanted to, a more conciliatory President
Trump could not have blocked this legislation.
Putin’s objective seems to get even. In order to bring the
number of US diplomatic personnel in Russia down to the same
level of what Russia is allowed to have in the United States,
(455), 755 American diplomats will have to leave Russia. This

is a major cut.
Impact
Will this move affect Washington Moscow based diplomats’
ability to engage Russia in a meaningful way? Probably yes,
even though it is not clear at this time which sectors of the
bilateral relationship will be mostly affected by these
significant cuts.
Most of all, this sequence of tough actions and counter
actions indicates that US – Russia relations are in very bad
shape, without any signs of improvements.
No Ambassador
To make things worse, keep in mind that the U.S. currently has
no Ambassador in Moscow. Former Utah Governor and now Chairman
of the Atlantic Council Jon Huntsman has been nominated by
President Trump to fill that post, but he has not yet been
confirmed by the Senate.
Once confirmed, will Huntsman, an astute businessman who also
served as U.S. Ambassador to China, be able to help turn
things around? There are at least some areas in which
Washington and Moscow can find common ground. At some point,
there will have to be some kind of agreement on the future of
Syria. There is also an opportunity to convince Russia that it
is not to its ultimate advantage to be on the same side of
Iran in the Middle East.
Common front on North Korea?
And finally there is the looming threat of North Korea’ s
long-range ballistic missiles, soon to be armed with nuclear
warheads. North Korea’s threat is clearly aimed at the USA and
its allies, South Korea and Japan. But Russia cannot be too
happy with the idea of an unstable regime capable of launching
nuclear armed Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles, (ICBMs) at

its door step.
The Russia probe cloud
That said, for the bilateral relations climate to improve, the
whole “Russia probe” now led by former FBI Director Robert
Mueller must be concluded in Washington. Indeed, whatever the
outcome of Mueller’s investigations, only after he is done it
will be possible to go back to a “normal” dialogue between
Moscow and Washington.
That said, in the end, both sides must know that there is
nothing to be gained when the two most important nuclear
powers on earth do not engage with each other. Nuclear war
between Russia and America is a very, very remote possibility.
But such a possibility may be increased by misunderstandings
and misperceptions.
Notwithstanding

the

sharp

differences

between

the

two

countries, open lines of communication are an essential tool
that will help prevent fatal errors. And both sides should
know that they need competent diplomats in each other’s
capitals to keep those lines open.

