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BRUSSELS: Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu (left) shakes hands with NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg after addressing a media conference at the NATO headquarters yesterday. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: Turkey’s prime minister dis-
missed yesterday any suggestion Ankara
should apologise for downing a Russian
warplane in its airspace last week, after
winning strong NATO support for the right
to defend itself. Six days after NATO mem-
ber Turkey shot down the Russian bomber
in the first known incident of its kind since
the Cold War, calls for calm have gone
largely unheeded as Ankara refuses to
back down and Russia responds with sanc-
tions. “No country should ask us to apolo-
gize,” Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu told
reporters following a meeting with NATO’s
secretary general at alliance headquarters
in Brussels. “The protection of our land
borders, our airspace, is not only a right, it
is a duty,” he said. “We apologise for com-
mitting mistakes, not for doing our duty.”

Russian President Vladimir Putin said on
Nov 26 he was waiting for an apology after
Turkey’s air force shot down the Su-24
fighter jet close to the Turkey-Syria border.
Russian officials have said the plane was at

no time over Turkey. Putin has also said
Russia told the United States of the Russian
jet’s flight plan, something the US envoy to
NATO denied yesterday, saying US-Russia
cooperation in Syria was limited to broader
rules on safety measures.

“The US data that I have seen corrobo-
rates Turkey’s version of events. The air-
plane was in Turkey, it was engaged in
Turkey, it had been warned repeatedly,”
Ambassador Douglas Lute told reporters.
“There was no flight plan issued for a viola-
tion of NATO airspace.” Following the meet-
ing with NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg, in
which Turkey won the alliance’s firm sup-
port for the right to self-defence,
Davutoglu also warned that such incidents
continued to be a risk as long as Russia
and the US-led coalition bombing Islamic
State in Syria worked separately. “If there
are two coalitions functioning in the same
airspace against ISIL, these types of inci-
dents will  be difficult to prevent,”
Davutoglu said, referring to Islamic State

militants.
Seeking to calm the situation,

Stoltenberg called for new emergency pro-
cedures to be agreed with Moscow to
avoid triggering conflict by accident,
whether that was during bombing raids in
Syria or war games conducted by Russia
and NATO.

Vienna Document
NATO foreign ministers are expected to

discuss such procedures at a meeting in
Brussels on today and tomorrow as Russia’s
military activities from the Baltics to the
Middle East come right up to - and some-
times stray over -  NATO borders.
Stoltenberg suggested revamping the
Cold War-era treaty known as the Vienna
document, which sets out the rules for
large-scale exercises and other military
activity, as well as telephone hotlines and
other military communication channels. “It
has to be modernized because there are
several loopholes,” Stoltenberg said.

Israeli Defence Minister Moshe Yaalon
on Sunday underscored the coordination
with Russia that allowed Israel to avoid
flare-ups after a Russian warplane operat-
ing in Syria strayed into Israeli-controlled
airspace. It turned back after the two coun-
tries conferred. Moscow’s surprise inter-
vention in the four-year-old Syrian civil war
in September wrong-footed the West and
put Turkey, which shares a long border
with Syria, directly at odds with Russian
support for the Assad regime there.

The downing of the Russian warplane
has wrecked both Turkish-Russian relations
and the French-led diplomatic effort to
bring Moscow closer into the fold of
nations seeking to destroy Islamic State
through military action in Syria. While
Russia says it is also targeting Islamic State,
most of its air strikes have been against
other Assad opponents, including groups
actively supported by Turkey. “Their bomb-
ing is taking place in areas where ISIL is not
present at all,” Stoltenberg said. — Reuters 

Turkey remains defiant over Russian jet

Ankara will not apologize: PM • Talks held at NATO HQ

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin
snubbed a meeting with Turkish counterpart
Recep Tayyip Erdogan in France yesterday as
the body of a pilot killed when Ankara
downed one of Moscow’s warplanes returned
home. Turkish authorities meanwhile again
pledged not to apologise over last Tuesday’s
downing of the Russian jet on the Syrian bor-

der as Moscow rolled out its sanctions aimed
at exacting economic revenge on Ankara.
Putin and Erdogan have been locked in a furi-
ous war of words since the incident and the
Kremlin strongman rejected the Turkish
leader’s offer of face-to-face talks on the side-
lines of a climate summit outside the French
capital.

“No meeting with Erdogan is planned.
There is no discussion of such a meeting,”
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov told jour-
nalists. The downing of the Russian jet on the
Turkey-Syria border - the first time a NATO
member has shot down a Russian plane since
1952 - has seen ties shattered between the
two rival players in the Syria conflict. Putin
did meet with US President Barack Obama,
who “expressed his regret” over the loss of life
in the plane downing and called for a “de-
escalation between Russia and Turkey”, a
White House official said.  

Russia yesterday laid out more details of
retaliatory economic sanctions aimed at
denting Turkey’s key tourism and agricultural
sectors. Moscow announced it will halt fruit
and vegetable imports from Turkey after
Putin signed a decree over the weekend ban-
ning charter flights and the sale of package
holidays, and scrapping Russia’s visa-free
regime with the country. Prime Minister
Dmitry Medvedev called the moves a “first
step” as Moscow also said it would limit
Turkish transport firms and tighten controls
on construction contracts. The authorities
however stopped short of targeting Russia’s
major joint energy projects with Turkey.

Pilot’s Body Returned 
The announcement on the economic

reprisals came as the body of pilot Oleg
Peshkov, who was killed when the plane was

shot down, arrived back in Russia from
Ankara. A plane carrying the corpse of
Peshkov - who was posthumously awarded
Russia’s highest award - was met by Russia’s
defence minister outside Moscow after the
body was bought from Syria to Turkey and
handed over to Russian diplomats. Both pilots
aboard the Su-24 warplane ejected and para-
chuted to the ground on the Syrian side of
the border after being shot down by Turkish
F-16s in the Nov 24 incident.

Moscow’s defence ministry said Peshkov
was shot dead from the ground while his
comrade Konstantin Murakhtin was rescued
by Russian and Syrian special forces. One
Russian serviceman was also killed trying to
rescue the pilot. Local reports said Peshkov
will be buried tomorrow after his body arrives
in his hometown Lipetsk, an industrial city in
central Russia.

After the downing of its jet Moscow has
bolstered its firepower in Syria - where it is
flying a bombing campaign at the request
of Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad - and
yesterday said its  planes were now
equipped with air-to-air missiles. Russian
media has portrayed the handover of the
remains as a goodwill gesture on the part of
Ankara after several days of heated rhetoric
over the downing. But as the pilot’s body
was flown back, the diplomatic tit-for-tat
rumbled on with neither side looking set to
back down. —AFP 

Putin snubs Erdogan as pilot body returns

ANKARA: Turkish and Russian army officers salute as a Turkish honor guard carries
the coffin of Russian pilot Lt Col Oleg Peshkov after a ceremony at the Gulhane
Medical Academy yesterday. — AP 

TEHRAN: Iran said yesterday that Saudi Arabia’s
plan to host a meeting of armed and political oppo-
nents of Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad would
breach declarations made during recent interna-
tional peace talks. Tehran and Riyadh are on oppo-
site sides of the conflict in Syria but both have taken
part in two major meetings in Vienna aimed at find-
ing a political solution. The planned meeting in
Riyadh in December could boost unity in the Syrian
opposition to enter talks on ending the conflict, in
which 250,000 people have been killed, the UN
envoy for Syria, Staffan de Mistura, has said.

But Hossein Amir Abdollahian, Iran’s deputy for-
eign minister for Arab and African Affairs, slammed
the planned gathering of anti-Assad political and
military groups, calling it “hasty and unconstruc-
tive”. “It was agreed in Vienna that the UN represen-
tative in Syrian affairs try to determine a list of
opposition groups by broad consultation,” he was
quoted as saying on state television’s website.
“Tehran does not approve of measures outside this
declaration.” He added: “Saudi Arabia has not had a
positive and constructive role with regard to the
people of Syria in the last five years.”

The last Syria peace talks in Vienna, on
November 14, brought together 17 countries
including Russia, the United States, Saudi Arabia
and Iran. A common statement set a fixed calendar
for a ceasefire followed by a transitional govern-
ment in six months and elections one year later.
However, Syrian opposition figures said the plan
was unrealistic.

Samir Nashar, a member of the opposition
National Coalition, derided the Vienna plan, insist-
ing it “will not lead to a political solution”. “How do
they expect that after everything that has hap-
pened in Syria, people will just kiss each other in
the streets?” he said. With millions displaced and
the country’s infrastructure devastated, Nashar said
Syria would need much longer to hold free and fair
polls. He warned that the omission from the Vienna
statement of a key goal of the uprising - the depar-
ture of Assad - would strengthen claims by jihadist
groups that the international community is “con-
spiring against the Syrian people”. At the Vienna
talks, Iran insisted that a demand from several coun-
tries that Assad be excluded from future elections
be withdrawn. —AFP 
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