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On 12 July, Turkey received its first shipment of two S-400 air missile defence systems from
Russia. This deal was sealed in 2017. Its signing had not gone down well with the US, Turkey’s
oldest ally. On July 17, US Department of Defence announced that the country has suspended the
F-35 stealth strike fighter programme with Turkey and would initiate the process to remove
Turkey formally. By 31 July 2019, the Turkish personnel who were associated with the programme
had to leave US.1 The Turkish companies were making some of the critical parts of F 35, including
the fuselage, landing gear, and other components. They were already part of the supply chain.2
These eight companies3 were helping in development and production of F-35s. Also, Turkish
pilots were undergoing training at Luke Air Force base in Arizona. The US sees the Russian S-400
missile defence systems as intelligence collecting platforms. During a press release on Turkey’s
purchase of the S-400s, the White House Statement noted that the F-35 cannot coexist with a
Russian intelligence collection platform that will be used to learn about its advanced capabilities.
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The statement also said that Ankara’s purchase of the S-400 undermines the commitments all the
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) Allies made to each other to move away from
Russian systems.4 The US Congress is pressing for sanctions on the country while the US
President Donald Trump is reluctant to impose any, and has shown a sympathetic attitude.
According to President Trump, the Obama administration should be blamed for the deal
and not Ankara for its decision to go ahead with the purchase of S-400. The rationale being that
in 2009, Turkey had approached the US for another set of Patriot missile defence system but
requested for an offset. In December 2018, the US State Department approved the sale of Patriot5
MIM-104E Guidance Enhanced Missiles (GEM-T) missiles, PAC-3 Missile Segment Enhancement
(MSE) missiles and related equipment to Turkey. However, the US had not decided on the
requested offset.6 The offset issue between Turkey and the US has been going for almost a decade.
Meanwhile, Russia has not refused the offset clause with Turkey over the S-400’s.

The NATO has not openly criticized Turkey and said that it is the decision of every NATO
ally as to what kind of military equipment they buy.7 However, the discomfort within the
organization is apparent. NATO feels that Turkey is a NATO member and normally would buy
weapons from an allied-country suppliers that could be integrated with NATO’s defense
architecture.8 They are concerned about the interoperability of the two systems (S-400 and F 35s),
cyber security, the Russians learning the sophisticated technology of the US that might be used
against them as well as the imposition of sanctions by one NATO ally over another.
Meanwhile, Turkish President Recep Tayip Erdogan has not let the US threats or the
uneasiness of NATO deter him from going ahead even after the approval of the Patriot Missile
Defence System with the US. In a TV interview in 2018, he said that Turkey is not accountable to
US.9 He has accused US of discriminatory behavior against Turkey over the S-400 missile defence
system deal. He shas pointed out that neither America nor NATO condemned or
threatened
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Greece10, another NATO member and Ankara’s oldest adversary, over its purchase of Russia’s S300 missile defence system which is deployed on the soil of the Greek Cyprus (Crete) since 1990s.11
Hence, NATO’s argument regarding Turkey buying weapons from allied-country suppliers that
could be integrated with the organization’s defense architecture becomes weak. Apart from
Greece, Bulgaria and Slovakia also use Russia’s S-300 missile defence system12.
Turkey’s decision to go ahead with the S-400 despite US threats can be seen from three
aspects—an outcome of the long time grievances nursed by Turkey a shift in Ankara’s policies,
and a step of defiance.
Turkey and the West have been going through a rough phase in their relationship for
some time. The Iraq war of 2003 brought out the fissures between Turkey and the US. The
Turkish parliament refused to allow the American forces from opening a northern front against
the former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein. Likewise, in 2007, Turkey had requested US to take
action against the Kurdistan Workers Party (KPP) in northern Iraq. The Obama administration
did not take any action which angered the Turkish government. Apart from the 2003 and 2007
crises between Turkey and the West, there were other problems such as the US’s refusal of the
delivery of the Patriot air defence batteries at the Turkey-Syria border in 2015, US support to the
Kurds on the Syrian-Turkey border, America’s refusal to hand over Fetullah Gulen, the main
suspect for the 2016 coup and the non-delivery of the Turkish-EU refugee deal and the nonaccession of the EU membership, all of which served to create a wedge between them.
Turkey’s foreign and security policies have also undergone a transition. One of the major
reasons for NATO to include Turkey as a member in 1952 was to counter the Soviet Union’s
influence in the region. Turkey nurtured its own fears vis-à-vis the USSR13. However, post-Cold
War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, Turkey no longer saw Russia as a threat. Ankara’s focus,
with a new government under Justice and Development Party (AKP) since 2000, also shifted to
building its relationship with its neighbourhood. It began the ‘strategic depth’14 foreign policy.
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Further, Turkey’s relationship with Russia has been improving. Both are closely involved
in the Syrian crisis15 through the format of Astana Peace Talks. The two countries have also
strengthened their bilateral cooperation, including in the sector of defence and civil nuclear
energy. The close cooperation and understanding could be seen during the Kerch incident of 2018
when the Russian Navy had arrested Ukrainian sailors who crossed the straits. During the
diplomatic tensions, Kiev asked Ankara to close the Bosporus Strait in the Black Sea so that Russia
would be denied access; Turkey refused to do so. Both countries are closely coordinating their
positions at the regional and global levels. The leadership personalities of President Erdogan and
Russian President Vladimir Putin16 also help in the convergence of ideas such as on the formation
of a multilateral/multipolar world order and the dismantling of a unipolar hegemony.
For Russia, Turkey’s support for Moscow’s interests in the Mediterranean will be
important—strategically,
security
wise
and
economically17.
The
straits
of
Bosphorus and Dardanelles give countries like Russia access to the Mediterranean Sea for trade;
hence Moscow would not want any kind of tension with Turkey. It also does not want US or
NATO or EU to pressurize Ankara to take actions against Russia if the need arose from any
situation in the region.
For Turkey, apart from Russia’s cordial relationships with all the countries in West Asia,
including with Syria and Israel with whom Ankara does not share good relationship, the fear
(though far-fetched) of the return of Kars and Ardahan and a large part of Black Sea coast
southwest of Batum by Russia cannot be overlooked. Though Ankara is a member of NATO and
Article 5 is applicable however, the guarantee from its NATO allies to defend it from Russia if, any
is, weak. The NATO would not want to have any kind of confrontation, asymmetrical or

country and can have large influence in the global level. He also rejected the view that Turkey is a bridge between
the West and Islam as this would have confined the country‟s role as an instrument for the promotion of other
countries strategic interests. His vision was an integrated and multidimensional foreign policy for the country.
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symmetrical, with Russia, as already the security situation in the region is fragile with Syria and
Yemen crisis going on, tensed relationship between Russia and the West over the crises, the fall

out between US and Iran over the nuclear deal and the tensed relationship between Israel and
Tehran as well as Turkey and Tel Aviv.
The 2007 crisis between Turkey and US, where US refused to help Ankara to contain the
emerging threat from the PKK, has not been forgotten by Turkey. America’s action of not
providing Ankara with the protection came across as if the country is not serious about Turkey’s
security.
Conclusion
Turkey’s decision to buy the Russian S-400 missile defence system is a step of defiance, an
outcome of the long lasting grievances Turkey has been nurturing against the West (including the
non-accession of the EU membership18) and also a shift in Ankara’s policies. A clear and strong
message has gone to the West.
Though Ankara will no longer be a part of the F35 programme, there is a toning down in
the rhetoric from the US and NATO. Apart from President Trump’s reluctance on the imposition
of sanctions on Turkey, NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg on 17 July refuted rumours of
Turkey getting expelled from the alliance over the S-400. He set the record straight by saying that
‘Turkey's membership in NATO runs "much deeper" than the F-35.’19 The US and NATO have to
be careful with their actions regarding Turkey as the country is important for the organization not
only geographically but as a key ally for the organisation’s interests in the West Asian region. It
will be a loss for the West if Turkey moves to the Russian camp, given the tensed relations Russia
has currently with the west.
Though there is toning down in threats from the US president on sanctions but the US
Congress is trying to impose sanctions on Turkey under the ‘Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act’ (CATSA). The buying of S-400 from Russia is a kind of two-fold loss to the
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US—a kind of non-conformity by an ally and loss of business for the Lockheed company. Whether
the US Congress will be successful in imposing the sanctions or not will have to be waited. The
F35 programme has already been officially cancelled. What remains to be seen is how Turkey will

manage to balance the West and Russia, given the fact that Ankara stands to lose out on NATO
air exercises where F35s will be used in future which will be an important part of the security
element for Turkey too, like the other NATO members.
Russia has offered Sukhoi Su-35 to Turkey. Will Ankara buy them? If it buys then Ankara
stands to slowly come out of the NATO security framework and goes closer to Russia.
Will closer cooperation with Russia also mean securing a membership at the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO), which President Erdogan has been wanting, as an alternative
option of the EU or will the West be able to win over Ankara?
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