Statement in Support of Rob Malley

Every presidential transition invites a reconsideration of domestic and foreign policies. Under the
Trump administration, a relentlessly belligerent approach, dubbed “maximum pressure,” defined
U.S. policy toward Iran and repeatedly brought the two nations to the brink of war. The Biden
administration has affirmed its interest in diplomatic re-engagement, including a return to the
original 2015 nuclear agreement with the Islamic Republic, but proponents of what has proved to
be a failed strategy appear intent already to undermine these efforts. Their response to the
potential appointment of Robert Malley, President and CEO of the International Crisis Group, as
special envoy for Iran is a case in point.

Malley is among the most respected foreign policy experts in the United States. An astute analyst
and accomplished diplomat, he previously served as chief White House negotiator in the talks that
led to the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran, a robust multilateral agreement that significantly curbed
Iran’s nuclear program. Additionally, Malley was critical to the safe return of American hostages
held by the Iranian government — a role he played during his time with the Obama administration,
as well as afterwards.

Those who accuse Malley of sympathy for the Islamic Republic have no grasp of — or no interest in
— true diplomacy, which requires a level-headed understanding of the other side’s motivations and
knowledge that can only be acquired through dialogue.

Diplomatic engagement is as critical with foes as it is with friends. As the head of the world’s
premier conflict prevention organization, Malley’s mandate — and that of the organization — is to
speak with all parties to a conflict to better understand their perspectives and perceived interests in
order to identify possible areas of agreement and resolution. It is no surprise that

those who reject the primacy of diplomacy as a tool of statecraft see engagement with adversaries
as appeasement.

The Trump administration’s policy of bluster and saber rattling has failed; the Biden
administration needs to restore its credibility in the eyes of the international community. Partisans
and ideologues who seem unable to learn from history and see only zero-sum solutions — in
sanctions, siege, and the threat of military action — can no longer be allowed to dictate the policies
and staffing of the U.S. government. This is especially true when their purported solution has
resulted in the expansion of Iran’s nuclear program, further deterioration of human rights in Iran,
and unprecedented polarization among Iranian diaspora groups and organizations.

The smear tactics, personal attacks, and politicization that has marked the past four years should
not determine the trajectory of the next four. Human rights defenders inside Iran, who see
diplomacy, reviving the nuclear agreement, and the de-escalation of tensions as critical
components to advance core human rights goals need to be heard. The “maximum pressure” era
produced the worst of all worlds: impoverishment of the Iranian people, mounting international
concern about Iran’s nuclear program, and simmering regional tensions.



The human rights situation in Iran has considerably deteriorated; there is no question that Iran’s
egregious human rights record is much worse than when the nuclear deal was negotiated. At the
same time, the maximum pressure campaign has resulted in an extremely isolated Iran, with an
economy on the brink of collapse. The impact of this crisis on Iran’s most vulnerable populations
has been significant, as they are all much worse off than in previous years. Iran’s civil society is also
weaker and more isolated, making it harder for them to advocate for change. To this end, while we
believe a return to the nuclear agreement is essential, we also encourage the Biden administration
at the highest levels to ensure its foreign policy towards Iran includes a comprehensive policy that
also genuinely addresses human rights concerns. We believe strongly that the U.S. can engage
simultaneously on security and non-proliferation as well as on human rights.

As veterans of diplomacy and human rights work, and organizations that support the same, we
hope that someone as capable and knowledgeable as Rob Malley is put in charge of fixing our
broken policy towards Iran. After all, this kind of experience is essential to advancing America’s
national interest, bringing greater peace and stability to the region, and looking for ways to
integrate human rights in the region into the broader U.S. foreign policy.
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