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Opinion

R
etired US Air Force 
General Michael 
Hayden has laid out a 
defence for the 
United States’ use of 
unmanned aerial 

vehicles — UAVs or drones — in its 
anti-terror fight, concluding 
that, in his opinion, the death 
toll from terror attacks would 
have been much greater if the 
United States had not first killed 
suspected terrorists.

His article in the New York 
Times is a narrow picture of the 
use of UAVs. Drones are effective 
killing machines but questions 
arise whether, given the anti-
US propaganda value and, more 
importantly, ethical and moral 
concerns, employing them is a net 
strategic plus.

Hayden was a top official in 
the National Security Agency, 
Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence and the Central 
Intelligence Agency. His tenure 

in those posts began 
in 1999 and ended in 
2009, putting him in 
the administrations 
of presidents Bill 
Clinton, George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama.  
Undoubtedly many very 
frightening scenarios 
and much horrifying 
information crossed 
his desk that suggested 
immediate action was 

needed to forestall terror attacks.
Indeed, Hayden writes in 

February 21st editions of the 

New York Times that “by 2008” 
intelligence indicated that “the 
terrorist threat had become 
intolerable”. By then, however, 
drones already were widely used 
weapons. There were about 50 
UAV attacks ordered by the Bush 
administration after the 9/11 
attacks until the end of his tenure. 
The Obama administration has 
carried out more than 500 drone 
sorties in its seven years in power.

Hayden argues such attacks 
are effective. He cites documents 
confiscated in the operation in 
which US Navy SEALs killed 
Osama bin Laden — notably not 
a drone attack — that stated that 
UAVs were feared by al-Qaeda 
leaders to the point that many 
wrote to bin Laden requesting 
fewer travel assignments so as to 
keep out of UAVs’ sights.

“Al-Qaeda along the 
Afghanistan-Pakistan border 
was spending more time 
worrying about its own survival 
than planning how to threaten 
ours,” Hayden wrote, adding 
that “attacking Americans on 
American soil was central to their 
planning”.

US drone strikes scored many 
headline-grabbing kills of people 
who called for terror attacks but 
there has been a heavy price to 
pay — civilian casualties, which 
Hayden writes was a “constant 
concern”.

Civilian deaths — and there is 
every indication UAV operators do 
much to limit such casualties — 
quickly become jihadist cries for 

recruits to join the fight against 
a country that would kill non-
combatants, handily ignoring that 
terror groups regularly make the 
innocent their targets.

Hayden wrote of the large 
number of high- and mid-level al-
Qaeda operatives killed by drones. 
Those deaths slowed the group 
but did not kill it.

To that point, UAVs are not 
effective in ending terror threats 
and there is a deeper issue 
concerning drone use: right and 
wrong.

If a terror attack is imminent 
— no matter where the terrorists’ 
target is — there is a moral duty 
to stop that attack. Drones 
sometimes are the best weapon to 
accomplish that.

However, if the UAV strike is 
ordered because it is thought — 
rather than known — the suspects 
are planning to attack thousands 
of miles away, the morality of 
that action comes into question. 
Sometimes “threats” are just talk.

Who can tell the difference 
between threat and braggadocio? 

The debate in the United States 
rarely touches on that aspect but 
focuses on how far the use of 
such tactics against Americans is 
allowed — US nationals have been 
killed on foreign soil; it is off-
limits to have such attacks in the 
United States.

The logic does not follow. There 
are more serious threats planned 
and executed in the homeland 
than foreign terrorists entering 
the country with marching orders, 

so why aren’t UAV attacks used 
in the United States? Perhaps 
because such tactics cannot be 
justified as right.

If UAV use is effective on the 
personnel level but not towards 
the overall goal of halting 
terrorists’ threats and there is a 
moral question, perhaps drones 
are not the great success they are 
made out to be.

There is an impressive UAV-
related kill total, which US 
officials like to cite as proof of 
efficacy. However, no one is of the 
opinion that this important war 
can be won solely with airborne 
weaponry, even without the 
bigger questions.

Drone strikes often make 
martyrs of their targets, any 
civilian death is propaganda 
and UAV attacks are widely 
unpopular in the regions they 
occur. Many people who would 
like to have been serious threats 
to the United States have been 
killed and powers in Washington 
seem to find that acceptable, all 
other issues aside, but for a people 
supposedly inhabiting the moral 
high ground and seeking peace is 
it worth it?

Hayden’s argument for lethal 
UAV use fails to thoroughly 
address serious concerns the 
programme breeds. Those need to 
be considered as drone operations 
increase.
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T
he repercussions of 
punitive measures 
enacted by Saudi 
Arabia continue to 
shake the Lebanese 
political scene. 

Riyadh’s announcement that it 
was halting much-needed aid to 
the Lebanese army and security 
apparatus shocked the Lebanese 
and seemed to come as a surprise 
to the government, which sought 
to rectify the situation by issuing 
a statement confirming its 
commitment to Arab solidarity.

However, Beirut did not seek to 
translate this “commitment” into 
real change, refusing to alter its 
decision not to support the Arab 
consensus condemning the attacks 
on Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic 
missions in Iran. This is because 
Lebanon’s official decision-making 
is subject to a precarious balance 
based on the nature of its current 
government, of which Hezbollah 
forms a key part. Ultimately, any 
official position taken by the Beirut 
government must be endorsed by 
Hezbollah.

Not only did Riyadh halt 
military and security assistance 
to Lebanon, it also issued a travel 
advisory for Saudis not to visit the 
country, a move that was followed 
by similar warnings from other 
Arab Gulf states.

So the questions that the 
Lebanese people are asking are: 
What next? What does the future 
hold for Gulf-Lebanese relations? 
Will relations decline even further, 
perhaps to the point that Lebanese 

expats working in Arab 
Gulf countries will be 
forced to return home?

Observers have 
framed Saudi Arabia’s 
decisions on Lebanon 
as strategic, namely 
using its withdrawal 
from the country as part 
of a broader offensive 
strategy.

This is based on 
a Gulf conviction 

that via Hezbollah, Lebanon is 
firmly under Iranian control. 
The previous state of consensus 

between Iran, France and Saudi 
Arabia over Lebanon, which 
resulted in the formation of the 
current government just two years 
ago, is no longer in effect. It has 
been overturned by Hezbollah 
and Iran. Given that state of 
affairs, Saudi Arabia has taken the 
prudent decision to withdraw.

But the broader situation must 
also be taken into account, amid 
Arab attempts to counteract 
creeping Iranian influence, not 
just in Lebanon but in the region. 
The Syrian conflict cannot 
be separated from Lebanon, 
particularly given Hezbollah’s 
involvement. The same goes for 
Yemen.

“Enough is enough” is the 
sentiment being expressed in 
Saudi Arabia and across the Arab 
Gulf towards Lebanon. The Saudi 
decision does not aim to punish 

the Lebanese but rather push 
them to take action to confront 
Iran, which is threatening their 
independence and their relations 
with the Arab world.

Claims that Riyadh’s decision 
was motivated by emotion and 
could ultimately benefit Hezbollah 
and Iran are simply incorrect. 
Saudi Arabia’s decision is a 
strategic move that aims to restore 
Lebanon’s traditional Arab role 
and strengthen those who want to 
confront Iranian influence in the 
county.

So, what will happen next? 
There are three basic scenarios:

First, this could lead to further 
crisis, with Hezbollah using its 
political and military power to 
change the pyramid of power 
in Lebanon, imposing a new 
president, prime minister and 
government that it approves of.

Second, things could stay the 
same. The crisis will remain 
within its current bounds without 
escalation, while Lebanon’s 
political situation remains in its 
confused configuration, with the 
presidential vacuum continuing 
until it can be resolved by 
external regional change, perhaps 
dependent on how the crisis in 
Syria resolves itself.

Third, change. The Gulf 
pressure will alter the balance of 
power in Lebanon and neutralise 
the threat represented by Iran 
and Hezbollah, with Hezbollah 
ultimately realising that its 
presence in Syria and the region 
will not succeed.

As for which of these three 
scenarios will prevail, only time 
will tell.
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Lebanon’s Prime Minister Tammam Salam (C) during the 36th presidential election session in a 
discussion at the floor of the Lebanese parliament, on March 2nd. The session failed to elect a new 
president.


