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he nonprofit Partners International Foundation launched a campaign in
Washington early this year aimed at getting Congress and the White
House to support global action against improvised explosive devices, or
IEDs, which have caused tens of thousands of casualties among civilians and U.S.
troops. The foundation got Rep. Elton Gallegly, R-Calif., to spearhead a nonpartisan Capitol Hill effort to combat the use of IEDs, but only 27 House members and
no senators have agreed to sign. Points asked Bob Morris, a retired Army colonel
and founder of Partners International, about the politics behind getting Congress
to take a stand.

Bob Morris on why even a

battle with no losers can’t get a
unified front from Congress

man, “does not support causes.”
Another one said their boss doesn’t
sign petitions. There’s another …
who says the member “appreciates
your efforts and those of similar
veterans groups to defeat these deI really don’t understand it.
vices … [but] at the current time he is
POINT
With this letter that we’re workfocusing his efforts to prevent the
PERSON catastrophic effects of sequestration
ing right now through Congress, we get a couple of differfrom making it more difficult for our
ent reactions. One reaction, as one congovernment to address these terrible devicgressional staffer put it: “My boss is on
es and their effects.” I’m an English major,
board. It’s a no-brainer.” Then you have
and I have no idea what that means. …
other folks who come back and want to
This is not framed as exclusively a House
know who else has signed the letter first. …
letter. It’s framed as a joint letter from memIt tends to get politicized in some people’s
bers of Congress — the House and Senate.
minds. It’s kind of baffling why folks would
And that was by design. We wanted to show
not come on board and at least denounce
unity — at least, in the United States at this
the use of a weapon that is completely
point — between all parties, all ideologies,
indiscriminate by definition and unieverything … on what we believe is a very
versally — except for the people who use
black-and-white issue.
them, of course — despised.
Considering the losses U.S.
troops have suffered in Iraq
and Afghanistan from IEDs,
why wouldn’t politicians
enthusiastically back an effort
to combat them?

A

What has been the campaign’s reception
outside the United States?

When we originally approached some
of the lower-level offices in the European
Union, the initial response we got back was
that the European Union does not have a
unified position on IEDs. … It’s just one of
those things where everyone assumes that
somebody else is fixing the problem.
What’s the excuse on Capitol
Hill for not signing?

One response
[from an aide] said
the individual’s
boss, the congress-
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Obama has insisted that drone
strikes are used only surgically. “It is
important for everybody to understand,” he said, “that this thing is kept
on a very tight leash.”
Drones, though, are in no way
surgical.

I

n interviews, current and former
Obama administration officials
told me the president and his
senior aides had been eager from the
outset to differentiate their approach
in Pakistan and Afghanistan from
Bush’s. Unlike in Iraq, where Democrats thought the Bush administration had been too aggressive, they
thought the Bush White House had
not been assertive enough with Afghan and Pakistani leaders. So the
new administration adopted a unilateral, get-tough approach.
In his first year in office, Obama
approved two large troop surges in
Afghanistan and a vast expansion of
the number of CIA operatives in
Pakistan. The CIA was also given
more leeway in carrying out drone
strikes in the country’s ungoverned
tribal areas, where foreign and local
militants plot attacks for Afghanistan,
Pakistan and beyond.
The decision reflected both Obama’s belief in the need to move aggressively in Pakistan and the influence of the CIA in the new administration. To a far greater extent than
the Bush White House, Obama and
his top aides relied on the CIA for its
analysis of Pakistan, according to
current and former senior administration officials. As a result, preserving the agency’s ability to carry out
counterterrorism, or “CT,” operations
in Pakistan became of paramount
importance.
“The most important thing when it
came to Pakistan was to be able to
carry out drone strikes and nothing
else,” said a former official who spoke
on the condition of anonymity. “The
so-called strategic focus of the bilateral relationship was there solely to
serve the CT approach.”
Initially, the CIA was right. Increased drone strikes in the tribal
areas eliminated senior al-Qaeda
operatives in 2009. Then, in July
2010, Pakistanis working for the CIA
pulled up behind a white Suzuki
navigating the bustling streets of
Peshawar. The car’s driver was later
tracked to a large compound in Abbottabad. On May 2, 2011, U.S. commandos killed Osama bin Laden
there.
The U.S. intelligence presence,
though, extended far beyond the hunt
for bin Laden, according to former
administration officials. The agency
aggressively used the freer hand Oba-

ma had given it to launch more drone
strikes than ever before.
Established by the Bush administration and Pervez Musharraf in
2004, the covert CIA drone program
initially carried out only “personality”
strikes against a pre-approved list of
senior al-Qaeda members. Pakistani
officials were notified before many,
but not all, attacks. Between 2004
and 2007, nine such attacks were
carried out in Pakistan, according to
the New America Foundation.
In 2008, the Bush administration
authorized less-restrictive “signature”
strikes in the tribal areas. Instead of
basing attacks on intelligence regarding a specific person, CIA drone operators could carry out strikes based on
the behavior of people on the ground.
Operators could launch a drone strike
if they saw a group, for example,
crossing back and forth over the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. In 2008,
the Bush administration carried out
33 strikes.
Under Obama, the drone campaign has escalated rapidly. The number of strikes nearly doubled to 53 in
2009 and then doubled again to 118 in
2010. Former administration officials
said the looser rules resulted in the
killing of more civilians. Current
administration officials insisted that
Obama, in fact, tightened the rules on
the use of drone strikes after taking
office. They said strikes rose under
Obama because improved technology
and intelligence gathering created
more opportunities for attacks than
existed under Bush.
But as Pakistani public anger over
the spiraling strikes grew, other diplomats expressed concern as well. And a
March 2011 strike brought the debate
back to the White House. The CIA
carried out a signature drone strike
that the Pakistanis say killed four
Taliban fighters and 38 civilians.
Pakistan’s army chief, Gen. Ashfaq
Parvez Kayani, issued an unusual
public statement, saying a group of
tribal elders had been “carelessly and
callously targeted with complete
disregard to human life.” U.S. intelligence officials dismissed the
Pakistani complaints and insisted
that 20 militants had perished.
Surprised by the vehemence of the
official Pakistani reaction, National
Security Adviser Tom Donilon questioned whether signature strikes were
worthwhile. Critics inside and outside
the U.S. government contended that a
program that began as a carefully
focused effort to kill senior al-Qaeda
leaders had morphed into a bombing
campaign against low-level Taliban
fighters.
In May, Donilon launched an
internal review of how drone strikes
were approved, according to a former
administration official. As the review
progressed, an intense debate erupted
inside the administration over the

The international campaign to ban land
mines also ran into major obstacles in
Washington. Is this the same situation?

There’s a fundamental difference between the campaign to ban land mines and
the campaign against IEDs. You really can’t
compare the two. … One of the reasons,
historically, why there’s a reluctance of
nations to join campaigns against things like
land mines is because they use land mines.
There’s a whole lot of political stuff that goes
with that.
Ours is completely different. We’re going
against IEDs, which have been predominantly the greatest cause of casualties for
civilians, in addition to the military. … Some
of the folks we’ve talked to think that IEDs

signature strikes, according to The
Wall Street Journal. Adm. Mike Mullen, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, said the strikes should be
more selective. Robert Gates, then the
defense secretary, warned that angry
Pakistani officials could cut off supplies to U.S. troops in Afghanistan.
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
warned that too many civilian casualties could strengthen opposition to
Pakistan’s weak, pro-American president, Asif Ali Zardari.
The CIA countered that Taliban
fighters were legitimate targets because they carried out cross-border
attacks on U.S. forces, according to
the former official. In June, Obama
sided with the CIA.
Last November, the worst-case
scenario that Mullen, Gates and Clinton had warned of came to pass. After
NATO airstrikes mistakenly killed 24
Pakistani soldiers on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, Kayani demanded an end to all U.S. drone
strikes and blocked supplies to U.S.
troops in Afghanistan. At the same
time, popular opposition to Zardari
soared. After a nearly two-month lull
that allowed militants to regroup,
drone strikes resumed in the tribal
areas this past January. But signature
strikes are no longer allowed — for the
time being, according to a former
senior official.
For me, the bottom line is that the
government approach is failing. Pakistan’s economy is dismal. Its military
continues to shelter Taliban fighters.
And the percentage of Pakistanis
supporting the use of the Pakistani
army to fight extremists in the tribal
areas — the key to eradicating militancy — dropped from a 53 percent
majority in 2009 to 37 percent last
year.
The deaths of bin Laden and many
of his lieutenants are a step forward,
but Pakistan is increasingly unstable
— a nuclear-armed country of 180
million with resilient militant networks. “They think they’ve won because of this approach,” the former
administration official said, referring
to the administration’s drone-heavy
strategy. “A lot of us think there is
going to be a lot bigger problems in
the future.”

T

he backlash from drone strikes
in the countries where they are
happening is not the only worry. In the U.S., civil liberties and human rights groups are increasingly
concerned with the breadth of powers
Obama has claimed for the executive
branch as he wages a new kind of war.
In the Libya conflict, the administration invoked the drones to create a
new legal precedent. Under the War
Powers Resolution, the president
must receive congressional authorization for military operations within 60
days. When the deadline approached
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are confined to Iraq and Afghanistan, and
when the military forces pull out of Iraq and
Afghanistan, the IED problem globally will
go away. That’s not correct. …
There is some reluctance to accept that
there is a problem. In some countries in
Africa that we have worked with, you see a
lot of news reports that are disputed by local
law enforcement. In one case, there was a
police station that got bombed in West
Africa. The chief of police came out and said
that the station hadn’t been bombed — the
air conditioner exploded. I’ve had security
people from large oil companies in an oilrich area of West Africa tell me that they
would never officially acknowledge there
were IEDs because they felt somehow it
gave the militants an advantage, being
publicly acknowledged that there was an
issue there.
The groups that plant IEDs seem not to
care about the casualties they cause. How
do you change their mind-set?

We’re limited in what we can do. For
example, I flew to Nigeria about a year and a
half ago and met with members of MEND
[the Movement for the Emancipation of the
Niger Delta] and talked to them about this
situation. Those folks, and some of the folks
involved directly in the attacks, were more
than willing to come up with some alternatives. You’re always going to have these
hard-core folks in the middle who are bent
on destruction. Those folks just need to be
brought to justice and prosecuted. Other
folks who get recruited into this, a lot of
these bomb makers, do this because they
have no other way to support their family,
and somebody’s offering them money to do
it. They’d love to get an alternative for it.
This Q&A was conducted
and condensed by Dallas
Morning News editorial
writer Tod Robberson. His
email address is trobberson@dallasnews.com.
Bob Morris’ email address is bob.morris@partners-international.org. For more
information about the IED campaign, visit
campaignagainstieds.org.

in May, the administration announced that because NATO strikes
and drones were carrying out the bulk
of the missions, no serious threat of
U.S. casualties existed and no congressional authorization was needed.
“It’s changed the way politicians talk
about what should be the most important thing that a nation engages in,”
said Peter Singer, a Brookings Institution researcher. “It’s changed the
way we in the public deliberate war.”
Last fall, a series of drone strikes in
Yemen set another dangerous precedent, according to civil liberties and
human rights groups. Without any
public legal proceeding, the U.S.
government executed three of its own
citizens. On Sept. 30, a drone strike
killed Anwar al-Awlaki, a charismatic
American-born cleric of Yemeni
descent credited with inspiring terrorist attacks around the world. Samir
Khan, a Pakistani-American jihadist
traveling with him, was killed as well.
Several weeks later, another strike
killed al-Awlaki’s 16-year-old son,
Abdulrahman, also a U.S. citizen.
Administration officials insisted a
Justice Department review had authorized the killings but declined to
release the full document.
“The administration has claimed
the power to carry out extrajudicial
executions of Americans on the basis
of evidence that is secret and is never
seen by anyone,” said Jameel Jaffer,
deputy legal director of the American
Civil Liberties Union. “It’s hard to
understand how that is consistent
with the Constitution.”
After criticizing the Bush administration for keeping the details of its
surveillance, interrogation and detention practices secret, Obama is doing
the same thing. His administration
has declined to reveal the details of
how it places people on kill lists, carries out eavesdropping in the United
States, or decides whom to detain
overseas.
Administration officials deny
being secretive and insist they have
disclosed more information about
their counterterrorism practices than
the Bush administration. They say
they have established a more transparent and flexible approach outside
Pakistan that involves military raids,
drone strikes and other efforts. Eventually, they hope to make drone
strikes joint efforts carried out openly
with local governments.
For now, keeping them covert
prevents American courts from reviewing their constitutionality, according to Jaffer. He pointed out that
if a Republican president followed
such policies, the outcry on the left
would be deafening. “You have to
remember that this authority is going
to be used by the next administration
and the next administration after
that,” Jaffer said. “You need to make
sure there are clear limits on what is

really unparalleled power.”
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o their credit, Obama and his
senior officials have successfully reframed Bush’s global battle
as a more narrowly focused struggle
against al-Qaeda. They stopped using
the term “war on terror” and instead
described a campaign against a single,
clearly identifiable group.
Senior administration officials cite
the toppling of Moammar Gadhafi as
the prime example of the success of
their more focused, multilateral approach to the use of force. At a cost of
zero American lives and $1 billion in
U.S. funding, the Libya intervention
removed an autocrat from power in
five months. The occupation of Iraq
claimed 4,484 American lives, cost at
least $700 billion and lasted nearly
nine years.
In its most ambitious proposal, the
administration is also trying to restructure the U.S. military, implement
steep spending cuts and “right-size”
U.S. forces around the world. Under
Obama’s plan, the Army would be
trimmed by 80,000 soldiers, some
U.S. units would be shifted from the
Middle East to the Pacific, and more
small, covert bases would be opened.
Declaring al-Qaeda nearly defeated,
administration officials say it is time
for a new focus.
“Where does the U.S. have a greater interest in 2020?” Rhodes asked.
“Is it Asia-Pacific or Yemen? Obviously, the Asia-Pacific region is clearly
going to be more important.”
Rhodes has a point, but Pakistan
and its nuclear weapons — as well as
Yemen and its proximity to vital oil
reserves and sea lanes — are likely to
haunt the U.S. for years.
Retired military officials warn that
drones and commando raids are no
substitute for the difficult process of
helping local leaders marginalize
militants. Missile strikes that kill
members of al-Qaeda and its affiliates
in Pakistan and Yemen do not
strengthen economies, curb corruption or improve government services.
David Barno, a retired lieutenant
general who commanded U.S. forces
in Afghanistan from 2003 to 2005,
believes hunting down senior terrorists over and over again is not a longterm solution.
“How do you get beyond this attrition warfare?” he asked me. “I don’t
think we’ve answered that question
yet.”

David Rohde, a twotime Pulitzer Prize
winner and former
reporter for The New
York Times, is a columnist for Reuters.
He blogs at blogs.reuters.com/davidrohde. A longer version of this essay
first appeared in Foreign Policy. © 2012
by David Rohde
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