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Why Drones Work
The Case for Washington's Weapon of Choice

Daniel BymanDespite President Barack Obama's recent call to reduce the

United States' reliance on drones, they will likely remain his
administration's weapon of choice. Whereas President

George W. Bush oversaw fewer than 50 drone strikes during his
tenure, Obama has signed off on over 400 of them in the last four
years, making the program the centerpiece of U.S. counterterrorism
strategy. The drones have done their job remarkably well: by killing
key leaders and denying terrorists sanctuaries in Pakistan, Yemen,
and, to a lesser degree, Somalia, drones have devastated al Qaeda and
associated anti-American militant groups. And they have done so at
little financial cost, at no risk to U.S. forces, and with fewer civilian
casualties than many alternative methods would have caused.

Critics, however, remain skeptical. They claim that drones kill
thousands of innocent civilians, alienate allied governments, anger for-
eign publics, illegally target Americans, and set a dangerous precedent
that irresponsible governments will abuse. Some of these criticisms
are valid; others, less so. In the end, drone strikes remain a necessary
instrument of counterterrorism. The United States simply cannot
tolerate terrorist safe havens in remote parts of Pakistan and else-
where, and drones offer a comparatively low-risk way of targeting
these areas while minimizing collateral damage.

So drone warfare is here to stay, and it is likely to expand in the years
to come as other countries' capabilities catch up with those of the United
States. But Washington must continue to improve its drone policy, spelling
out clearer rules for extrajudicial and extraterritorial killings so that tyran-
nical regimes will have a harder time pointing to the U.S. drone program
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to justify attacks against political opponents. At the same time, even
as it solidifies the drone program, Washington must remain mindful
of the built-in limits of low-cost, unmanned interventions, since the
very convenience of drone warfare risks dragging the United States
into conflicts it could otherwise avoid.

NOBODY DOES IT BETTER
The Obama administration relies on drones for one simple reason: they
work. According to data compiled by the New America Foundation,
since Obama has been in the White House, U.S. drones have killed
an estimated 3,300 al Qaeda, Taliban, and other jihadist operatives
in Pakistan and Yemen. That number includes over 50 senior leaders of
al Qaeda and the Taliban-top figures who are not easily replaced. In
2010, Osama bin Laden warned his chief aide, Atiyah Abd al-Rahman,
who was later killed by a drone strike in the Waziristan region of
Pakistan in 2011, that when experienced leaders are eliminated, the
result is "the rise of lower leaders who are not as experienced as
the former leaders" and who are prone to errors and miscalculations.
And drones also hurt terrorist organizations when they eliminate
operatives who are lower down on the food chain but who boast special
skills: passport forgers, bomb makers, recruiters, and fundraisers.

Drones have also undercut terrorists' ability to communicate and to
train new recruits. In order to avoid attracting drones, al Qaeda and
Taliban operatives try to avoid using electronic devices or gathering
in large numbers. A tip sheet found among jihadists in Mali advised
militants to "maintain complete silence of all wireless contacts" and
"avoid gathering in open areas." Leaders, however, cannot give orders
when they are incommunicado, and training on a large scale is nearly
impossible when a drone strike could wipe out an entire group of new
recruits. Drones have turned al Qaeda's command and training structures
into a liability, forcing the group to choose between having no leaders
and risking dead leaders.

Critics of drone strikes often fail to take into account the fact that
the alternatives are either too risky or unrealistic. To be sure, in an
ideal world, militants would be captured alive, allowing authorities to
question them and search their compounds for useful information.
Raids, arrests, and interrogations can produce vital intelligence and
can be less controversial than lethal operations. That is why they
should be, and indeed already are, used in stable countries where the
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United States enjoys the support of the host government. But in war
zones or unstable countries,

Drones have turned
al Qaeda's command and
training structures into
a liability, forcing the
group to choose between
having no leaders and
risking dead leaders.

such as Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia,
arresting militants is highly dangerous
and, even if successful, often inefficient.
In those three countries, the government
exerts little or no control over remote
areas, which means that it is highly
dangerous to go after militants hiding
out there. Worse yet, in Pakistan and
Yemen, the governments have at times
cooperated with militants. If the United
States regularly sent in special opera-
tions forces to hunt down terrorists
there, sympathetic officials could easily

tip off the jihadists, likely leading to firefights, U.S. casualties, and
possibly the deaths of the suspects and innocent civilians. -

Of course, it was a Navy SEAL team and not a drone strike that
finally got bin Laden, but in many cases in which the United States
needs to capture or eliminate an enemy, raids are too risky and costly.
And even if a raid results in a successful capture, it begets another
problem: what to do with the detainee. Prosecuting detainees in a
federal or military court is difficult because often the intelligence
against terrorists is inadmissible or using it risks jeopardizing sources
and methods. And given the fact that the United States is trying
to close, rather than expand, the detention facility at Guantinamo
Bay, Cuba, it has become much harder to justify holding suspects
indefinitely. It has become more politically palatable for the United
States to kill rather than detain suspected terrorists.

Furthermore, although a drone strike may violate the local state's
sovereignty, it does so to a lesser degree than would putting U.S.
boots on the ground or conducting a large-scale air campaign.
And compared with a 500-pound bomb dropped from an F-16, the
grenadelike warheads carried by most drones create smaller, more
precise blast zones that decrease the risk of unexpected structural
damage and casualties. Even more important, drones, unlike tradi-
tional airplanes, can loiter above a target for hours, waiting for the
ideal moment to strike and thus reducing the odds that civilians will
be caught in the kill zone.
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Finally, using drones is also far less bloody than asking allies to
hunt down terrorists on the United States' behalf. The Pakistani and
Yemeni militaries, for example, are known to regularly torture and
execute detainees, and they often indiscriminately bomb civilian areas
or use scorched-earth tactics against militant groups.

Some critics of the drone program, such as Ben Emmerson, the
UN'S special rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human
rights and fundamental freedoms while countering terrorism, have
questioned the lethal approach, arguing for more focus on the factors
that might contribute to extremism and terrorism, such as poverty,
unemployment, and authoritarianism. Such a strategy is appealing in
principle, but it is far from clear how Washington could execute it.
Individuals join anti-American terrorist groups for many reasons,
ranging from outrage over U.S. support for Israel to anger at their own
government's cooperation with the United States. Some people simply
join up because their neighbors are doing so. Slashing unemployment in
Yemen, bringing democracy to Saudi Arabia, and building a functioning
government in Somalia are laudable goals, but they are not politically
or financially possible for the United States, and even if achieved,
they still might not reduce the allure of jihad.

In some cases, the most sensible alternative to carrying out drone
strikes is to do nothing at all. At times, that is the right option: if
militants abroad pose little threat or if the risk of killing civilians,
delegitimizing allies, or establishing the wrong precedent is too high.
But sometimes imminent and intolerable threats do arise and drone
strikes are the best way to eliminate them.

THE NUMBERS GAME
Despite the obvious benefits of using drones and the problems associated
with the alternatives, numerous critics argue that drones still have too
many disadvantages. First among them is an unacceptably high level
of civilian casualties. Admittedly, drones have killed innocents. But
the real debate is over how many and whether alternative approaches
are any better. The Bureau of Investigative Journalism reports that in
2011 alone, nearly 900 noncombatants, including almost 200 children,
were killed by U.S. drone strikes. Columbia Law School's Human
Rights Clinic also cites high numbers of civilian deaths, as does the
Pakistani organization Pakistan Body Count. Peter Bergen of the New
America Foundation oversees a database of drone casualties culled
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from U.S. sources and international media reports. He estimates that
between 150 and 500 civilians have been killed by drones during
Obama's administration. U.S. officials, meanwhile, maintain that drone
strikes have killed almost no civilians. In June 2011, John Brennan,
then Obama's.top counterterrorism adviser, even contended that U.S.
drone strikes had killed no civilians in the previous year. But these
claims are based on the fact that the U.S. government assumes that all
military-age males in the blast area of a drone strike are combatants-
unless it can determine after the fact that they were innocent (and
such intelligence gathering is not a priority).

The United States has recently taken to launching "signature strikes,"
which target not specific individuals but instead groups engaged in
suspicious activities. This approach makes it even more difficult to

distinguish between combatants and

Even the most unfavorable civilians and verify body counts of each.
Still, as one U.S. official told The New

estimates of drone casualties York Times last year, "Al Qaeda is an in-

reveal that the ratio of sular, paranoid organization-innocent

civilian to militant deaths neighbors don't hitchhike rides in the
is lwertha it oul be back-of trucks headed for the border

is lower than it would be with guns and bombs." Of course,
for otherforms of strikes. not everyone accepts this reasoning.

Zeeshan-ul-hassan Usmani, who runs
Pakistan Body Count, says that "neither

[the United States] nor Pakistan releases any detailed information
about the victims ... so [although the United States] likes to call
everybody Taliban, I call everybody civilians.he

The truth is that all the public numbers are unreliable. Who con-
stitutes a civilian is often unclear; when trying to kill the Pakistani
Taliban leader Baitullah Mehsud, for example, the United States also
killed his doctor. The doctor was not targeting U.S. or allied forces,
but he was aiding a known terrorist leader. In addition, most strikes
are carried out in such remote locations that it is nearly impossible
for independent sources to verify who was killed. In Pakistan, for
example, the overwhelming majority of drone killings occur in tribal
areas that lie outside the government's control and are prohibitively
dangerous for Westerners and independent local journalists to enter.

Thus, although the New America Foundation has come under fire
for relying heavily on unverifiable information provided by anonymous
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Call of duty: drone operators in New Mexico, October 2012

U.S. officials, reports from local Pakistani organizations, and the
Western organizations that rely on them, are no better: their numbers
are frequently doctored by the Pakistani government or by militant
groups. After a strike in Pakistan, militants often cordon off the area,
remove their dead, and admit only local reporters sympathetic to their
cause or decide on a body count themselves. The U.S. media often
then draw on such faulty reporting to give the illusion of having used
multiple sources. As a result, statistics on civilians killed by drones
are often inflated. One of the few truly independent on-the-ground
reporting efforts, conducted by the Associated Press last year, concluded
that the strikes "are killing far fewer civilians than many in [Pakistan]
are led to believe."

But even the most unfavorable estimates of drone casualties reveal
that the ratio of civilian to militant deaths-about one to three,
according to the Bureau of Investigative Journalism-is lower than it
would be for other forms of strikes. Bombings by F-16s or Tomahawk
cruise missile salvos, for example, pack a much more deadly payload.
In December 2009, the United States fired Tomahawks at a suspected
terrorist training camp in Yemen, and over 30 people were killed in
the blast, most of them women and children. At the time, the Yemeni
regime refused to allow the use of drones, but had this not been the
case, a drone's real-time surveillance would probably have spotted
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the large number of women and children, and the attack would have
been aborted. Even if the strike had gone forward for some reason,
the drone's far smaller warhead would have killed fewer innocents.
Civilian deaths are tragic and pose political problems. But the data
show that drones are more discriminate than other types of force.

FOREIGN FRIENDS
It is also telling that drones have earned the backing, albeit secret, of
foreign governments. In order to maintain popular support, politicians
in Pakistan and Yemen routinely rail against the U.S. drone campaign.
In reality, however, the governments of both countries have supported
it. During the Bush and Obama administrations, Pakistan has even
periodically hosted U.S. drone facilities and has been told about
strikes in advance. Pervez Musharraf, president of Pakistan until
2008, was not worried about the drone program's negative publicity:
"In Pakistan, things fall out of the sky all the time," he reportedly
remarked. Yemen's former president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, also at times
allowed drone strikes in his country and even covered for them by
telling the public that they were conducted by the Yemeni air force.
When the United States' involvement was leaked in 2002, however,
relations between the two countries soured. Still, Saleh later let
the drone program resume in Yemen, and his replacement, Abdu
Rabbu Mansour Hadi, has publicly praised drones, saying that "they
pinpoint the target and have zero margin of error, if you know what
target you're aiming at."

As officials in both Pakistan and Yemen realize, U.S. drone strikes
help their governments by targeting common enemies. A memo
released by the antisecrecy website WikiLeaks revealed that Pakistan's
army chief, Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, privately asked U.S. military leaders
in 2008 for "continuous Predator coverage" over antigovernment
militants, and the journalist Mark Mazzetti has reported that the United
States has conducted "goodwill kills" against Pakistani militants who
threatened Pakistan far more than the United States. Thus, in private,
Pakistan supports the drone program. As then Prime Minister Yousaf
Raza Gilani told Anne Patterson, then the U.S. ambassador to Pakistan,
in 2008, "We'll protest [against the drone program] in the National
Assembly and then ignore it."

Still, Pakistan is reluctant to make its approval public. First of all,
the country's inability to fight terrorists on its own soil is a humiliation

38 FOREIGN AFFAIRS



THE FLETCHER
SCHOOL

TUFTS UNIVERSITY

"CMAP's first rate curriculum
and faculty have refreshed
and sharpened my world view"

- Mark Mullinix, (GMAP 2011)
First Vice President and
Chief Operating Officer,
Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond

%

One-year Master of Arts Degree.

At the nexus of international affairs, business, law, and development.

Three 2-week residency sessions, 33 weeks of internet mediated learning.

A network of over 700 distinguished international leaders and executives.

Join us today.

GLOBAL MASTER OF ARTS PROGRAM

Courses Indude: Intenional Organization
Corporate Finance and International Politics

Global Financial Marets internaional Trade
Intemnational Business Leadership and Management

and Economic Law e Mudies
International Negotiation Transnational Social Issues

CLASSES BEGIIl MARCH AND JULY.



*II

P'. Ilk8 II

M~17 201..

Pei7

ot' forrI

AAA
MM 2

toe

10-70 
327P

U IM1 1*ION
ICARR g!E24

7 NARLf INI.6* S . 6



Why Drones Work

for Pakistan's politically powerful armed forces and intelligence service.
In addition, although drones kill some of the government's enemies,
they have also targeted pro-government groups that are hostile to
the United States, such as the Haqqani network and the Taliban,
which Pakistan has supported since its birth in the early 1990s. Even
more important, the Pakistani public is vehemently opposed to U.S.
drone strikes.

A 2012 poll found that 74 percent of Pakistanis viewed the United

States as their enemy, likely in part because of the ongoing drone
campaign. Similarly, in Yemen, as the scholar Gregory Johnsen has
pointed out, drone strikes can win the enmity of entire tribes. This
has led critics to argue that the drone program is shortsighted: that it
kills today's enemies but creates tomorrow's in the process.

Such concerns are valid, but the level of local anger over drones
is often lower than commonly portrayed. Many surveys of public
opinion related to drones are conducted by anti-drone organizations,
which results in biased samples. Other surveys exclude those who
are unaware of the drone program and thus overstate the importance
of those who are angered by it. In addition, many Pakistanis do not
realize that the drones often target the very militants who are wreaking
havoc on their country. And for most Pakistanis and Yemenis, the
most important problems they struggle with are corruption, weak
representative institutions, and poor economic growth; the drone
program is only a small part of their overall anger, most of which is
directed toward their own governments. A poll conducted in 2007,
well before the drone campaign had expanded to its current scope,
found that only 15 percent of Pakistanis had a favorable opinion of
the United States. It is hard to imagine that alternatives to drone
strikes, such as SEAL team raids or cruise missile strikes, would make
the United States more popular.

THE HOME FRONT
Still, public opposition is real, and there is growing concern about the
drone strikes even in the United States. The program came under
especially heavy criticism domestically in 2011, when Anwar al-Awlaki,
a U.S. citizen born in New Mexico, was killed by a drone strike in
Yemen. There is no question that Awlaki was dangerous. Adept at
interspersing Islamist rhetoric with pop-culture references, Awlaki
had been described as a "pied piper for Western ears": one admirer
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was Nidal Malik Hasan, the U.S. Army officer who killed 13 U.S.
soldiers at Fort Hood, Texas, in 2009.

The Obama administration claims that Awlaki was actively involved
in plots against the United States and that the strike against him
was legal under the Authorization for the Use of Military Force
(AUMF), which Congress passed three days after 9/11 and which gives
the president broad authority to use force against terrorist groups

linked to the 9/11, attacks. Yet with

Many Pakistanis do not the war on terrorism almost 12 yearsthatdroes oten old and bin Laden dead, critics, such
realize thatas the Georgetown University law
target the very militants professor Rosa Brooks, have begun

who are wreaking havoc questioning whether the AUMF Still
justifies drone strikes today. As Brooks

on their country. has argued, "Many of the groups now
being identified as threats don't fall

clearly under the AUMF'S umbrella-and many don't pose a significant
danger to the United States." As for the case of Awlaki, opponents of his
killing have argued that he did not pose an imminent threat to the United
States and that in keeping the evidence used to justify his assassination
secret, the administration violated the constitutional guarantee of due
process for U.S. citizens. As Ron Paul, then a Texas representative,
pointed out during his presidential campaign, Awlaki was never charged
with any crime. He added, "If the American people accept this blindly
and casually, that we now have an accepted practice of the president
assassinating people who he thinks are bad guys, I think it's sad."

The administration contends that the discussions held within the
executive branch and the extensive vetting of evidence constitute a
form of due process. Meanwhile, as the legal scholar Benjamin Wittes
has pointed out, both Congress and the federal courts have repeatedly
reaffirmed the validity of the AUMF since 2001. The U.S. government
argues that given how secretly terrorists operate, it is not always
possible to use other means to stop an individual overseas from
planning attacks on U.S. forces or allies. As a result, the imminence of
a threat should be assessed based on the individual's propensity for
violence and the likelihood of being able to stop him in the future.
Wittes compares the decision-making process to that used in hostage
situations, when police are not required to ask a judge for authority to
kill a hostage taker or refrain from taking a clear shot if they have one.
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Perhaps most important, the White House has claimed only a very
limited right to conduct drone strikes against U.S. citizens. The
administration has asserted the authority to kill only senior al Qaeda
leaders who cannot be captured, not any American member of
al Qaeda. Indeed, it appears that Awlaki is the only U.S. citizen who
has been deliberately killed by a drone.

FOLLOW THE LEADER
The fact remains that by using drones so much, Washington risks

setting a troublesome precedent with regard to extrajudicial and
extraterritorial killings. Zeke Johnson of Amnesty International
contends that "when the U.S. government violates international law,
that sets a precedent and provides an excuse for the rest of the world
to do the same." And it is alarming to think what leaders such as Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad, who has used deadly force against peaceful
pro-democracy demonstrators he has deemed terrorists, would do
with drones of their own. Similarly, Iran could mockingly cite the
U.S. precedent to justify sending drones after rebels in Syria. Even
Brennan has conceded that the administration is "establishing
precedents that other nations may follow."

Controlling the spread of drone technology will prove impossible;
that horse left the barn years ago. Drones are highly capable weapons
that are easy to produce, and so there is no chance that Washington
can stop other militaries from acquiring and using them. Nearly
90 other countries already have surveillance drones in their arsenals,
and China is producing several inexpensive models for export. Armed
drones are more difficult to produce and deploy, but they, too, will
likely spread rapidly. Beijing even recently announced (although later
denied) that it had considered sending a drone to Myanmar (also
called Burma) to kill a wanted drug trafficker hiding there.

The spread of drones cannot be stopped, but the United States can
still influence how they are used. The coming proliferation means that
Washington needs to set forth a clear policy now on extrajudicial and
extraterritorial killings of terrorists-and stick to it. Fortunately,
Obama has begun to discuss what constitutes a legitimate drone strike.
But the definition remains murky, and this murkiness will undermine
the president's ability to denounce other countries' behavior should they
start using drones or other means to hunt down enemies. By keeping its
policy secret, Washington also makes it easier for critics to claim that the
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United States is wantonly slaughtering innocents. More transparency
would make it harder for countries such as Pakistan to make outlandish
claims about what the United States is doing. Drones actually protect
many Pakistanis, and Washington should emphasize this fact. By being
more open, the administration could also show that it carefully
considers the law and the risks to civilians before ordering a strike.

Washington needs to be especially open about its use of signature
strikes. According to the Obama administration, signature strikes
have eliminated not only low-level al Qaeda and Taliban figures but

_________________________ also a surprising number of higher-level

Drones give Washington officials whose presence at the scenes of
the strikes was unexpected. Signature

the ability to limit its strikes are in keeping with traditional

military commitments military practice; for the most part,

abroad while keeping U.S. soldiers have been trained to
Amrcn ae strike enemies at large, such as German

lsoldiers or Vietcong guerrillas, and

not specific individuals. The rise of
unconventional warfare, however, has made this usual strategy more
difficult because the battlefield is no longer clearly defined and enemies
no longer wear identifiable uniforms, making combatants harder to
distinguish from civilians. In the case of drones, where there is little
on-the-ground knowledge of who is who, signature strikes raise
legitimate concerns, especially because the Obama administration
has not made clear what its rules and procedures for such strikes are.

Washington should exercise particular care with regard to signature
strikes because mistakes risk tarnishing the entire drone program.
In the absence of other information, the argument that drones are
wantonly killing innocents is gaining traction in the United States and
abroad. More transparency could help calm these fears that Washington
is acting recklessly.

The U.S. government also needs to guard against another kind
of danger: that the relative ease of using drones will make U.S.
intervention abroad too common. The scholars Daniel Brunstetter
and Megan Braun have argued that drones provide "a way to avoid
deploying troops or conducting an intensive bombing campaign"
and that this "may encourage countries to act on just cause with an
ease that is potentially worrisome." Although al Qaeda remains a
threat, it has been substantially defanged since 9/11, thanks to the
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destruction of its haven in Afghanistan and effective global police,
intelligence, and drone campaigns against its cells. In addition, the

U.S. government needs to remember that many of the world's jihadist
organizations are focused first and foremost on local regimes and

that although the United States has an interest in helping its allies
fight extremists, Washington cannot and should not directly involve
itself in every fight. The Obama administration should spell out
those cases in which the AUMF does not apply and recognize the

risks of carrying out so-called goodwill kills on behalf of foreign

governments. Helping French and Malian forces defeat jihadists in

Mali by providing logistical support, for example, is smart policy,
but sending U.S. drones there is not.

In places where terrorists are actively plotting against the United

States, however, drones give Washington the ability to limit its military
commitments abroad while keeping Americans safe. Afghanistan, for
example, could again become a Taliban-run haven for terrorists after

U.S. forces depart next year. Drones can greatly reduce the risk of this

happening. Hovering in the skies above, they can keep Taliban leaders
on the run and hinder al Qaeda's ability to plot another 9/11.0
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