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The Trump administration said on Wednesday that it would soon impose new sanctions against 

Russia in response to the attempted assassination in March of a former Russian spy living in 

England and his daughter. 

Under the terms of the sanctions, any attempt by an American company to obtain an export 

license to sell anything with a potential national security purpose — gas turbine engines, 

electronics, integrated circuits and testing and calibration equipment — will be automatically 

denied. Exporters can attempt to prove that the goods will be used for legitimate purposes, but 

that is a tough hurdle to clear. 

An administration official described the list of affected items as “enormously elaborate,” but 

outside experts said the actual amount of exports involved is fairly small because the Obama 

administration already banned exports to Russia that could have military purposes. 

Tougher measures are called for in the legislation, however, if Russia fails to prove that it is no 

longer using chemical weapons. 

 “Today’s step is an important but moderate set of sanctions,” said Peter Harrell, a sanctions 

official in the Obama administration, adding that further sanctions expected in three months 

“could be among the most severe yet, but could also be quite modest, depending on where the 

Trump administration wants to go.” 

The sanctions were imposed under the provisions of the Chemical and Biological Weapons 

Control and Warfare Elimination Act of 1991, which mandates that once the government has 

determined that a country has used chemical or biological weapons in violation of international 

law or even made “substantial preparations” to do so, sanctions must be imposed. 

British officials had declared that Russia was to blame for the attempted poisoning of Sergei V. 

Skripal, a British citizen, and his daughter Yulia, in large part because of the obscure poison 

involved. It was one of a strain of nerve agents known as Novichok that they say is kept under 

tight control by the Russian authorities. 

The Trump administration agreed with the determination by the British government that set in 

motion the sanctions. The legislation requires that sanctions be put in place within 60 days, and 

Representative Ed Royce, Republican of California and the chairman of the House Foreign 

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/17/world/europe/obama-signing-russia-ukraine-sanctions-bill.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/102nd-congress/house-bill/1724/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/102nd-congress/house-bill/1724/text
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/18/world/europe/uk-boris-johnson-russia-spy-poisoning.html


Relations Committee, sent a letter to President Trump two weeks ago chiding the administration 

for missing it. 

The announcement by the State Department came three and a half weeks after Mr. Trump’s 

meeting with President Vladimir V. Putin of Russia in Finland. The meeting elicited angry 

reactions from both Democrats and Republicans, who said that the Mr. Trump’s solicitous 

behavior was inappropriate, given evidence that Russia intervened in the 2016 election. 

Before the meeting, administration officials had insisted that whatever the president’s public 

remarks, the United States has deployed time-tested diplomatic weapons against Moscow. 

In response to the attempted poisoning, the Trump administration joined more than two dozen 

Western countries in expelling more than 150 Russian diplomats, including 60 from the United 

States. Russia responded with a similar number of diplomatic expulsions and ordered the closure 

of the United States Consulate in St. Petersburg, Russia’s second-largest city. 

According to an internal government document, the United States has imposed sanctions on 213 

Russian-related targets — including close associates of Mr. Putin’s — since January 2017, as 

punishment for Russia’s cyberattacks and its predatory behavior in Ukraine. 

The State Department shut down the Russian Consulate in San Francisco in a tit-for-tat move 

after Russia struck back against the sanctions. 

“Yet again, these new rounds of sanctions underscore that the Trump administration has one 

policy toward Russia, while Trump himself has his own personal policy,” said Michael A. 

McFaul, a former American ambassador to Russia. “I generally support the former, not the 

latter.” 

Mr. McFaul, who teaches at Stanford University, added, “I hope the two policies come into 

alignment — before the next summit with Putin.” 

That dichotomy seemed apparent in Wednesday’s announcement. Trump administration officials 

said the decision to impose the sanctions was a legal procedure and did not arouse significant 

internal debate. The National Security Council was involved in the process, the officials said, but 

the State Department, and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, were in the lead. No statement was 

forthcoming from the White House. 

 “The professionals in government were just doing their jobs here,” said Daniel Fried, an 

assistant secretary of state in the George W. Bush administration who also served as a special 

envoy under President Barack Obama. 

The new sanctions are expected to go into effect on Aug. 22. The provisions of the biological 

and chemical weapons act have previously been used only twice — against Syria in 2013, for its 

chemical weapons attack on its own population, and this year against North Korea, for 

the alleged assassination of Kim Jong-un’s half brother with a banned nerve agent in Malaysia. 

American officials said some exceptions will be allowed: for equipment that the United States 

relies upon to send goods and people to the International Space Station, as well as for 

commercial aircraft equipment involved in the safety of passengers. 

Trade between the United States and Russia has been declining since 2013, as relations between 

the countries have grown increasingly cold. With other sanctions already imposed over the past 
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year against Russia — on its military equipment vendors, on officials engaged in human rights 

abuses and on oligarchs with close ties to Mr. Putin — trade is likely to tumble even more. 

The legislation calls for tougher sanctions to be imposed three months from now if Russia fails 

several tests, including a determination that it is no longer using chemical or biological weapons, 

that it provides reliable reassurances that it will not use them in the future, and that it allows 

international inspectors to ensure compliance — tests that Russia is unlikely to meet. 

In a call with reporters on Wednesday, a senior official refused to say whether the United States 

had any new information on Russia’s involvement in the case. He said the Trump administration 

accepted months ago that the poison used in the attempt on Mr. Skripal’s and his daughter’s lives 

was Novichok and that Russia was to blame. 

Many in Washington praised the new sanctions. 

“We must stand with our British allies, and I’m pleased to see the Trump administration hold 

Russia accountable for its actions by imposing additional sanctions,” Senator Rob Portman, 

Republican of Ohio, said in a statement. 

Sanctions have in recent years become popular with both Congress and the White House to 

punish countries and individuals who defy American foreign policy goals. 

John Glaser of the Cato Institute, however, is one of many scholars who argue that there is little 

evidence that they work. 

“Sanctions are a very weak tool of coercive diplomacy and have a poor track record in terms of 

actually driving policy changes in the target state,” Mr. Glaser said. 

One of the few widely hailed successes of sanctions efforts was Iran’s agreement to the 2015 

nuclear deal. Mr. Trump walked away from that accord in May, in a step that is seen by critics as 

undermining the deterrent effects of any future sanctions. 
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