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ISTANBUL: Turkey is on the cusp of facing US
sanctions over its decision to buy a Russian S-400
missile defense system, leaving its already soft cur-
rency and economy vulnerable and raising ques-
tions over its position within NATO and the region.
If no solution is found in coming weeks and US-
Turkish tensions continue to worsen, tit-for-tat
sanctions could hit trade between the allies and
prolong a recession in Turkey that has already
tested President Tayyip Erdogan’s grip on power.

Turkey also risks being rapidly cut out of the
production and use of American F-35 fighter jets,
which could mark a step toward a re-evaluation of
its 67-year membership in the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization. “It’s very complex to resolve because
both US and Turkish officials see this as a reflection
of a larger geo-political balancing,” said Galip
Dalay, visiting scholar at the University of Oxford’s
politics and international relations department.

“Sanctions would have a very consequential ef-
fect on Turkey, but probably not mark a breaking
point in its US relationship,” he said. Ankara and
Washington have squabbled for months over the
Turkish plan to buy the S-400s, which the United
States says is incompatible with the Western al-
liance’s defense network and poses a threat to the
F-35s that Turkey also plans to buy. Turkey says
defending its territory poses no threat to allies, and
stresses it has met all NATO obligations.

Both sides are entrenched even while they have
repeated a desire to avoid so-called CAATSA
sanctions, which by US law would be triggered
when the Russian anti-aircraft weapon arrives on
Turkish soil, possibly as soon as July. An agree-
ment to delay shipment of the S-400s could still
open the door to US President Donald Trump con-
vincing Erdogan to turn his back on what the
Turkish leader has repeatedly called a “done deal”
with Russia. 

The pair agreed on Wednesday to meet on the
sidelines of a G-20 conference on June 28-29. Yet
Ankara’s ties with Moscow have been strengthen-
ing, and Turkey’s defence minister said last week
Turkish military personnel were in Russia for S-
400 training. In response, the United States is
considering halting the training of Turkish pilots
on F-35 stealth fighters in Arizona.

The showdown comes as the Russia-backed
Syrian army escalates an assault on some Turkish-
backed rebels near Turkey’s border. More broadly
in the Middle East, the United States is ramping
up pressure on Turkey and other nations to isolate
Iran including blocking all Iranian oil exports. “If
the US sanctions are bad, Turkey could reconsider
its decision to comply with US sanctions on Iran,”
said Dalay.

Washington wants Ankara to buy its alternative
Patriot surface-to-air missile batteries and has

made an offer that expires on June 4, according to
a person familiar with the matter. If Ankara ac-
cepts delivery of the S-400s as planned, the US
Congress has moved to block delivery of F-35s to
Turkey and remove it from the list of nations work-
ing together to build them. The delivery would also
force Trump to select five of 12 possible sanctions
under the Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act, or CAATSA, which targets
purchases of military equipment from NATO foe

Russia. The sanctions range from banning visas
and denying access to the US-based Export-Im-
port Bank, to the harsher options of blocking any
transactions with the US financial system and
denying export licenses. Trump may initially
choose milder options targeting individual Turks
rather than the government, a decision that could
buy time for more diplomacy even while it may
prompt Congress to separately impose tougher
sanctions.—Reuters
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MOSCOW: Taleban officials and Afghan opposition figures
claimed yesterday to have made “tremendous progress” at
Moscow talks, but the announcement rang hollow as discussions
yet again excluded the Afghan government and no ceasefire was
announced. The ultra-conservative Islamist insurgents spent more
than two days at a plush hotel in central Moscow, where they met
several leading Afghan politicians-including past president Hamid
Karzai and former warlord Atta Muhammad Nur. 

In a joint statement, the parties said they’d had “productive and
constructive” discussions focusing on issues including a possible
ceasefire, the “strengthening of the Islamic system” and “women’s
rights”. “Both sides have had tremendous progress, but some is-
sues require further discussions,” the statement read. But with the
Kabul administration-viewed by the Taleban as a US-backed pup-
pet regime-once more sidelined from the conversation, it was dif-
ficult to see what tangible results could come from the talks. 

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani had proposed a nationwide
ceasefire at the start of the holy month of Ramadan, but the Tale-
ban rejected the offer. The Taleban have also baulked at repeated
US calls to reduce violence while negotiations between the insur-
gents and Washington are ongoing. The meeting in Moscow was
the second such summit in the Russian capital.  

The bearded, turban-wearing Taleban were photographed
looking uncomfortable as female reporters in figure-hugging
Western clothing approached them for interviews. The meeting
came weeks after a sixth round of talks between the US and Tale-
ban wrapped up in Qatar with no tangible progress cited by the
negotiating teams.

Those talks, led by US peace envoy Zalmay Khalilzad, appear
to have stalled over the fundamental question of when foreign
forces would depart Afghanistan in the event of a peace deal. The
US has refused to agree to a withdrawal until the Taleban put in
place security guarantees, a ceasefire, and other commitments in-
cluding an “intra-Afghan” dialogue with the Kabul government
and other Afghan representatives. But the Taleban insist foreign
forces leave first.

Women’s ‘rights’ 
While parties claimed the Moscow summit was an “intra-

Afghan” meeting, representatives from Ghani’s government-as
well as anyone from the US-were conspicuous in their absence.
At the start of the summit, initially convened by Moscow to mark
100 years of Russian-Afghan ties, the Afghan ambassador to
Russia was allowed to give a speech. But he was barred from
subsequent events, so ended up sitting in the lobby of the swish
hotel. Still, Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai-the Taleban’s chief
negotiator and former deputy minister of foreign affairs-insisted
the insurgents were seeking peace “with all sincerity”. “But we
want a reasonable peace in Afghanistan... the occupation has to
end,” he said.

Taleban spokesman Suhail Shaheen said the group envisions
a future government in which “all Afghans would see themselves”.
Since peace talks began last autumn between the Taleban and the
US, the insurgents have insisted they have moderated some of
their views-including the rights of women, who were brutally re-
pressed under their 1996-2001 totalitarian regime. The Taleban
want an “Afghanistan where the rights of women, men and chil-
dren, old and young are ensured,” Stanikzai said.

However, those rights would be framed through Sharia law and
tribal tradition, and so open to broad interpretation by men.
Meanwhile, violence continued apace in Kabul and across
Afghanistan. Yesterday, a suicide bomber attacked a military
academy in the capital, killing six. And Afghan intelligence officials
said 62 Taleban fighters were killed Wednesday night in the cen-
tral province of Wardak.— AFP 
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VOLGOGRAD: In this file photo people walk past Russian S-400 missile air defense systems before the military
parade to commemorate the 75th anniversary of the battle of Stalingrad in World War Two, in the city of Vol-
gograd, Russia.—Reuters

WASHINGTON: Turkey on Wednesday released a NASA
scientist with dual US-Turkish citizenship whose nearly
three-year detention had soured relations, but the NATO al-
lies remained divided over issues including Ankara’s pur-
chase of a Russian missile system. Serkan Golge, a
naturalized US citizen working for the US space agency in
Houston, was arrested in July 2016 on a visit back to Turkey
in the aftermath of a failed coup against President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan.

Turkish authorities charged Golge with ties to self-exiled
cleric Fethullah Gulen, whom Erdogan accused of orches-
trating the mutiny. Golge was sentenced in 2018 to seven and
a half years in prison despite US State Department protests
that there was no credible evidence. His wife, Kubra Golge,
expressed joy at his release but said that he remained
banned from traveling outside Turkey. “We are happy but he
still rejects the charges against him,” she told AFP by email.
“Hope we can come back soon to the US.”

State Department spokeswoman Morgan Ortagus said
that the United States would press for Golge to be able to
return to the United States “as soon as possible.” “We want
to commend them for doing the right thing today by releas-
ing him,” Ortagus told reporters. “We think it’s welcome
news.” Ortagus said that the United States was still seeking
the release of detained local employees of US diplomatic
missions in Turkey.—AFP 
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