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Lyubov Yaroshenko, mother of Russian pilot Konstantin Yaroshenko, holds a photograph of her son
during a press conference in April 2016. Artyom Geodakyan / TASS

Russia called on the United States on Monday to free Russian pilot Konstantin Yaroshenko and
proposed a prisoner swap with Washington to win the release of any American national held
in Russia, Interfax news agency reported.

The comments may fuel speculation that Moscow is seeking a prisoner exchange involving
Paul Whelan, a former U.S. Marine arrested and held in Russia on spying charges that he
denies and that he has likened to a political kidnap.

Yaroshenko is a pilot serving 20 years in the United States for conspiracy to smuggle cocaine
into the country. He was arrested by U.S. special forces in Liberia in 2010.

"Free Yaroshenko, swap him for an American or Americans who are serving their sentence
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here," Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov was quoted as saying by Interfax.

Related article: Paul Whelan Spy Scandal. A Schism in the Orthodox Church

He did not mention any specific U.S. national being held in custody.

Whelan, who holds U.S., British, Canadian and Irish passports, was detained in a Moscow
hotel room on Dec. 28.

Appearing in court last month, he appealed to U.S. President Donald Trump to intervene to
help him, saying "we cannot keep America great unless we aggressively protect" U.S.
nationals wherever they are.

Whelan said in May that he was being threatened in prison and subjected to humiliation.

The U.S. Embassy in Moscow said on Monday it had asked the Russian government to allow an
independent assessment of his condition, but that the request had been denied and that
Whelan's condition had worsened.

Ryabkov also urged the United States on Monday to return confiscated Russian diplomatic
properties as a first step towards mending battered relations between the countries.

Ryabkov spoke a few days after Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin met on the
sidelines of a G20 summit in the Japanese city of Osaka.
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