
Report an Error

E-MAIL

  

TIMES TOPICS > SUBJECTS > U > UNMANNED AERIAL VEHICLES

Predator Drones and Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs)

Sunday, October 2, 2011

Search All NYTimes.com

Times Topics
WORLD U.S. N.Y. / REGION BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SCIENCE HEALTH SPORTS OPINION ARTS STYLE TRAVEL JOBS REAL ESTATE AUTOS

Tom Tschida/Agence France-Presse -- Getty Images

Updated: Aug. 12, 2011

Overview

From blimps to bugs, aerial drones are transforming the way America 
fights and thinks about its wars. United States intelligence officials call 
unmanned aerial vehicles, often referred to as drones, their most effective 
weapon against Al Qaeda. The remotely piloted planes are used to 
transmit live video from Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan to American 
forces, and to carry out air strikes. More C.I.A. drone attacks have been 
conducted under President Barack Obama than under President George 
W. Bush.

The Pentagon now has some 7,000 aerial drones, compared with fewer 
than 50 a decade ago, and has asked Congress for nearly $5 billion for 
drones in 2012.

Drones have become more crucial than ever in fighting wars and 
terrorism. The Central Intelligence Agency spied on Osama bin Laden’s 
compound in Pakistan by video transmitted from a drone. One of 
Pakistan’s most wanted militants, Ilyas Kashmiri, was reported dead in a 
June 2011 C.I.A. drone strike, part of an aggressive drone campaign that 
administration officials say has helped paralyze Al Qaeda in the region — 
and has become a possible rationale for an accelerated withdrawal of 
American forces from Afghanistan. More than 1,900 insurgents in 
Pakistan’s tribal areas have been killed by American drones since 2006, 
according to the Web site longwarjournal.com, which closely tracks the 
strikes as part of its focus on the war on terror.

In April 2011 the United States began using armed Predator drones 
against Col. Muammar el-Qaddafi’s forces in Libya. In May, a C.I.A.-
armed Predator aimed a missile at Anwar al-Awlaki, the radical American
-born cleric believed to be hiding in Yemen. The Predator missed, but 
American drones continue to patrol Yemen’s skies.

Large or small, drones raise questions about the growing disconnect 
between the American public and its wars. Military ethicists concede that 
drones can turn war into a video game and, with no Americans directly at 
risk, more easily draw the United States into conflicts. Drones have also 
created a crisis of information for analysts on the end of a daily video 
deluge.

The number of civilian deaths caused by drone strikes is hotly contested. 
In June 2011, John O. Brennan, President Obama's top counterterrorism 
adviser, said that for almost a year, "there hasn't been a single collateral 
death because of the exceptional proficiency, precision of the capabilities 
we've been able to develop." Mr. Brennan later backed off that statement 
somewhat, but other officials say that claim still holds. Since May 2010, 
C.I.A. officials believe, the drones have killed more than 600 militants 
and not a single noncombatant.

This assertion meets with deep skepticism from many independent 
experts, including Bill Roggio, the editor of The Long War Journal. "I 
believe the people conducting the strikes work hard to reduce civilian 
casualties," Mr. Roggio said. "They could be 20 percent. They could be 5 
percent. But I think the C.I.A.’s claim of zero civilian casualties in a year is 
absurd.”
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The civilian toll of the C.I.A.’s drone campaign in Pakistan has been in 
bitter dispute since the strikes were accelerated in 2008.
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