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Erdogan regrets plane downing
Turkey warns against Russia travel in tit-for-tat

ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yester-
day voiced regret over Turkey’s downing of a Russian war-
plane, saying his country was “truly saddened” by the inci-
dent and wished it hadn’t occurred. It was the first expres-
sion of regret by the strongman leader since Tuesday’s inci-
dent in which Turkish F-16 jets shot down the Russian jet
on grounds that it had violated Turkey’s airspace despite
repeated warnings to change course. It was the first time in
half a century that a NATO member shot down a Russian
plane and drew a harsh response from Moscow.

“We are truly saddened by this incident,” Erdogan said.
“We wish it hadn’t happened as such, but unfortunately
such a thing has happened. I hope that something like this
doesn’t occur again.” Addressing supporters in the western
city of Balikesir, Erdogan said neither country should allow
the incident to escalate and take a destructive form that
would lead to “saddening consequences”.

He renewed a call for a meeting with President Vladimir
Putin on the sidelines of a climate conference in Paris next
week, saying it would be an opportunity to overcome ten-
sions. Erdogan’s friendly overture however, came after he
again vigorously defended Turkey’s action and criticized
Russia for its operations in Syria. “If we allow our sovereign
rights to be violated ... then the territory would no longer
be our territory,” Erdogan said.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu also said he
hoped a meeting between Erdogan and Putin would take
place in Paris. “In such situations it is important to keep the
channels of communication open,” he said. Putin has
denounced the Turkish action as a “treacherous stab in the
back”, and has insisted that the plane was downed over
Syrian territory in violation of international law. He has also
refused to take telephone calls from Erdogan. Putin’s for-
eign affairs adviser, Yuri Ushakov, said Friday that the
Kremlin had received Erdogan’s request for a meeting, but
wouldn’t say whether such a meeting is possible.

Asked why Putin hasn’t picked up the phone to respond
to Erdogan’s two phone calls, he said that “we have seen
that the Turkish side hasn’t been ready to offer an elemen-
tary apology over the plane incident”. After the incident,
Russia deployed long-range S-400 air defense missile sys-
tems to a Russian air base in Syria just 50 km south of the
border with Turkey to help protect Russian warplanes, and
the Russian military warned it would shoot down any aerial
target that would pose a potential threat to its planes.

Russia has since also restricted tourist travel to Turkey,
left Turkish trucks stranded at the border, confiscated large
quantities of Turkish food imports and started preparing a
raft of broader economic sanctions. Yesterday, Turkey issued
a travel warning urging its nationals to delay non-urgent
and unnecessary travel to Russia, saying Turkish travelers
were facing “problems” in the country. It said Turks should
delay travel plans until “the situation becomes clear”. —AP

BAYBURT, Turkey: Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan addresses a rally in this town on Friday. — AP 

Blogger could 
be pardoned: 
Swiss official

GENEVA: A procedure for obtaining a pardon from Saudi
Arabia’s king is under way for jailed blogger Raif Badawi,
whose flogging sentence created worldwide outrage, a senior
Swiss official said yesterday. “A procedure for a pardon is now
under way before the head of state, that is King Salman,” Yves
Rossier, the secretary of state at the foreign ministry, said in
the newspaper La Liberte yesterday. Rossier had raised the
blogger’s case during an official visit to Riyadh this week.

The European Parliament last month awarded Badawi, 31,
its Sakharov human rights prize. Announcing the award, par-
liament chief Martin Schulz called on King Salman to immedi-
ately release Badawi, denouncing his 10-year jail term and
flogging sentence as “brutal torture”. Badawi co-founded the
Saudi Liberal Network Internet discussion group. 

He was detained in 2012 on cybercrime charges and later
sentenced for insulting Islam and calling for the end of the
influence of religion on public life. Badawi received the first
50 lashes of his 1,000 lashes sentence in January but there
have been no more, following criticism from the European
Union, United States, Sweden, Canada, the United Nations
and others. 

His lawyer Walid Abulkhair, who is also in prison, received
Friday in Geneva an international human rights prize from the
European bar associations for his work defending rights in the
oil-rich kingdom. Abulkhair founded a human rights observa-
tory in Saudi Arabia. He was sentenced last year to 15 years in
prison on charges of trying to undermine the state and insult-
ing the judiciary.

South African anti-apartheid icon Nelson Mandela, while
still in prison, was the first in 1985 to receive the Ludovic
Trarieux International Human Rights Prize, awarded by
European bar associations to lawyers who defend human
rights and fight against intolerance and racism. —Agencies 


