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Drone: Strikes have killed as many as 3,623 in Pakistan
There’s little doubt that the 

attacks have taken out hun-
dreds — possibly thousands — 
of militants, but there’s also 
little doubt that civilians have 
been caught in the crossfire. 
The numbers are impossible 
to pin down, but a few cases 
stand out.

One tragic blunder came 
on Dec. 12, 2013, when a U.S. 
drone flown by Joint Special 
Operations Command killed 
12 Yemeni civilians in a single 
signature strike, leading the 
U.S. government to reportedly 
make about $1 million in con-
dolence payments.

Amnesty International, 
which examined 45 drone 
strikes in Pakistan between 
January 2012 and August 2013, 
reported that one signature 
strike killed 18 laborers and 
injured 22 others in July 2012.

Last year, U.S. forces 
bombed an al-Qaeda com-
pound in Pakistan and inad-
vertently killed two Western 
hostages, Warren Weinstein, an 
American development expert, 
and Giovanni Lo Porto, an 
Italian aid worker.

A grim-faced Obama stood 
before television cameras in 
the White House briefing 
room in April to apologize for 
the strike. Not only did the 
CIA not know that the hos-
tages were there, but it also 
was unaware that two Ameri-
can members of al-Qaeda were 
present at the strike targets.

But on April 1 Obama 
defended the tactic, tell-
ing reporters that the United 
States employs a “vigorous set 
of criteria” for its counterter-

rorism operations and that 
intelligence is “checked, dou-
ble-checked, triple-checked 
before kinetic actions are 
taken.”

If the U.S. identifies a 
training camp that is clearly 
linked to al-Qaeda or the 
Islamic State, then “a strike 
will be taken,” Obama said, 
“but what we have been very 
cautious about is making sure 
that we are not taking strikes 
in situations where, for exam-
ple, we think there is the 
presence of women or chil-
dren, or if it is in a normally 
populated area.”

After Obama delivered a 
May 2013 speech vowing to 
put the fight against extrem-
ists on more solid legal foot-
ing, the administration 
released a three-page docu-
ment outlining in broad terms 
who U.S. drones and war-
planes can strike and how.

The playbook said that U.S. 
commanders could hit targets 
only when there is “near cer-
tainty” that the terrorist target 
is present and that civilians 
would not be endangered.

But officials have never 
explained the criteria that 
allow the CIA or the military 
group carrying out the strikes 
to waive the guidelines. The 
paper stated that the rules 
didn’t apply in “areas of active 
hostilities,” but it remained 
silent on which countries were 
included in that list.

Brian Egan, the State 
Department’s legal advi-
sor, also speaking on April 1, 
revealed more about the tar-
geted killing program in a few 
minutes than U.S. officials had 
in three years. He said Iraq, 

Syria, and Afghanistan all fall 
within “areas of active hostili-
ties,” as do some parts of Pak-
istan.

Even with these new 
details, “we’ve seen a lot of 
inconsistencies” in the Obama 
administration’s approach to 
the drone and counterterror-
ism program, said Andrea 
Prasow, the deputy Washing-
ton director at Human Rights 
Watch. Administration offi-
cials have long promised more 
transparency while providing 
little information, she said.

Obama’s homeland security 
adviser, Lisa Monaco, has said 
that the administration is pre-
paring to release civilian casu-
alty numbers for drone strikes 
soon, “but this tells us abso-
lutely nothing about why the 
strikes were taken or what the 
intelligence was” behind them, 
Prasow said.

National Security Council 
spokesman Ned Price said the 
administration is committed to 
promoting transparency and 
taking every step possible to 
avoid killing civilians.

“The United States goes 
to extraordinary lengths to 
avoid noncombatant casual-
ties in lethal operations, pro-
viding protections as a matter 
of policy that go beyond those 
required by the law of armed 
conflict,” Price said.

While Obama has faced 
criticism from some mem-
bers of his own party over his 
drone campaign, he also has 
come under fire from hawks 
on the political right who 
accuse him of hand-wringing 
over the raids and microman-
aging the operations from the 
White House.

In his new book “Playing to 
the Edge,” former CIA Direc-
tor Michael Hayden, a staunch 
proponent of the signature 
strikes, compared Obama to 
an indecisive Hamlet for deliv-
ering the 2013 policy speech 
promising legal reforms for 
the conduct of the drone war.

Obama was clearly “uncom-
fortable with his own actions,” 
Hayden wrote.

Hayden, who worked under 
both Bush and Obama, argues 
that the signature strikes were 
based on “robust” intelligence 
and helped decimate al-Qae-
da’s core in Pakistan.

The recent bombing raids 
in Somalia and Yemen have 
come just as the White House 
has promised to reduce the 
secrecy about its drone war 
by releasing a report — possi-
bly within weeks — estimating 
how many civilians have been 
killed by the operations.

The signature strikes have 
fed accusations that the U.S. 
government often downplays 
the number of possible civilian 
casualties after an operation 
by counting most military-age 
males as combatants.

Since the start of the U.S. 
bombing campaign in Yemen 
in 2002, as many as 1,242 
people have been killed in 131 
drone strikes and 16 airstrikes, 
according to a New America 
tally.

Eight U.S. drone attacks 
and one airstrike have taken 
place in Yemen in 2016 alone, 
numbers dwarfed by the daily 
bombing runs conducted by 
Saudi-led coalition fighting to 
dislodge Houthi rebels from 
power. Civilian casualties have 
been difficult to measure, 

though they likely number 
well over 100, according to 
New America’s analysis.

In Pakistan, the numbers 
are much higher. The 402 
recorded strikes have killed as 
many as 3,623 people, includ-
ing more than 300 civilians.

Despite criticism the Obama 
administration has faced no 
serious popular pressure to 
curtail signature strikes or 
the drone war more gener-
ally. Public opinion polls have 
shown consistent support for 
drone strikes among a major-
ity of Americans in recent 
years.

But outside the United 
States, the drone war carried 
out in Pakistan and elsewhere 
is widely opposed. In a 2014 
Pew Research Center survey, a 
majority or plurality of those 
polled in 39 of 44 countries 
said they were against the U.S. 
drone campaign.

In Congress, lawmakers 
from both parties have mostly 
supported the drone opera-
tions, or have never taken 
concerted action to restrict it.

As a result, the next pres-
ident will inherit Obama’s 
drone war policies, includ-
ing the signature strikes. 
Even Sen. Bernie Sanders, the 
avowed democratic socialist 
and presidential candidate, has 
given his blessing to the “tar-
geted killings.”

Jaffer of the ACLU said 
the Obama administration 
has “normalized the practice 
of targeted killing, and it has 
built an administrative and 
bureaucratic infrastructure to 
support it — an infrastructure 
that will be available to every 
future president.”
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Theaters: Florence four-plex has increased attendance

nological change, whether VHS, 
cable, DVD or, currently, stream-
ing services. That’s 50 years of 
consistent attendance. 

Myth No. 2: Movies are ex-
pensive.

This is patently untrue. The 
average cost for a family of 
four to attend a movie in 2014 
was $32.68. Compared to pro-
fessional sports ($337.72 for 
an NFL game) or theme parks 
($208.92), there are few social 
outings that cost less.

While we keep our conces-
sion prices as low as possible, 
it is true that admission prices 

by and large go to the studios, 
and therefore theaters rely on 
concessions to be profitable — 
but, to counter the impression 
left by the editorial, choice and 
quality have measurably im-
proved in the majority of the-
aters, and concession purchases 
are not mandatory for anyone 
seeking to enjoy a film on the 
big screen. 

Myth No. 3: Theaters haven’t 
changed with the times.

A big, big change happened 
over the last five years. Theaters 
around the country raised hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars 
— per theater — to purchase 
state-of-the-art digital projec-

tors. Additionally, chains and 
many independents have in-
vested millions in new seating, 
new lobby accoutrements, and 
many now serve beer, wine and 
expanded concessions.

In Florence, as an example, 
we have invested more than a 
quarter million dollars refur-
bishing the theater and adding 
all-new sound and digital pro-
jection.

These are steep investments, 
being made all over the world, 
by presumably sane business 
people.

It is difficult for us to believe 
that filmmakers, studios and ex-
hibitors need to give up on a 

model that has been fruitful for 
more than 100 years.

Indeed, cinemas, unlike per-
sonal screens such as smart-
phones and TVs, bring people 
together and strengthen the fi-
ber of our society.

Supporting the continuation 
of strict theatrical windows is 
not reactionary or protection-
ist — rather, it is a question of 
priorities.

The short-term grab has 
long-term consequences.

Sean Parker, one of the cre-
ators of The Screening Room, 
knows this first hand. An early 
endeavor, Napster, decimated 
the music industry. Making 

films accessible via cheap set-
top boxes, in itself a slap in the 
face to theaters that upgraded 
screens at over $100,000 a pop, 
would ultimately make it im-
possible for any studios to ex-
ist other than as purveyors of 
high- quality episodic TV.

Speaking of binge TV, 2016 
will see more than 400 scripted 
series, more filmed content than 
anyone watching a single screen 
full-time could consume in a 
year. We think that leaves plenty 
of room for first-run films to 
stay at the multiplex and inde-
pendent cinemas. 

Embrace community. Go see 
a movie.
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W ith last year’s Paris 
Climate Accord, 195 
nations agreed on a 

plan to reduce the greenhouse 
gases warming our climate. It 
is uncertain whether the accord 
will lead to action. It is equally 
uncertain whether our actions 
will avoid the worst of climate 
change. But if the accord does 
lead to successful action, it will 
be because the world’s countries 
finally agreed to work together 
to solve a common problem.

We don’t often see people 
pulling together in the realm of 
intergovernmental organization. 
But down at the grass roots, 
a little-known group illustrates 
how a global network bound by 
common purpose can achieve re-
sults — and gives hope for the 
kind of dynamic that could grow 
from the Paris Accord.

The Environmental Law Alli-
ance Worldwide, or ELAW, facil-
itates cross-border collaboration 
between attorneys and scientists 
in 300 partner organizations 
in 70 countries. Many fruitful 
collaborations come from fel-
lowships that bring promis-
ing environmental advocates to 
ELAW headquarters in Eugene.

The office is near the Uni-
versity of Oregon, in a neigh-
borhood where the biggest 
environmental problem is the 
empty beer bottles that spill 
out of sidewalk recycling boxes 
after football games. ELAW fel-
lows come here from the world’s 
most environmentally chal-
lenged communities.

Fellowships assume that en-
vironmentally challenged com-
munities face similar problems: 
What works in one place can 
work in another. That was the 
hope of Samira Idllalene, an 
attorney from Marrakesh, Mo-
rocco, who recently spent a 10-
day fellowship at the Eugene 
headquarters. Idllalene wanted 
help refining strategies to pro-

tect marine environments from 
polluting ships and the impact 
of aquaculture on the Mediterra-
nean coast. “We have laws with 
beautiful text,” she said. “But in 
reality, nothing is ever done.”

Idllalene soon learned about 
Diana McCaulay, an ELAW part-
ner who faced the same problem 
10 years ago in Jamaica. McCau-
lay successfully brought the first 
legal challenge to the govern-
ment’s rubber-stamp approval of 
a hotel development that threat-
ened offshore coral reefs. That 
success served as precedent for 
future cases.

“At first there was nothing.  
Now, 10 years later, they have 
(environmental) case law in Ja-
maica.” Idllalene asked: “What 
did she do? What was her pro-
cess?”

Other ELAW fellows seek ad-
vice on best practices in envi-
ronmental science. That was the 
goal of Alla Voytsikhovska dur-
ing her three-month fellowship.

Voytsikhovska, an environ-
mental scientist from Lviv, 
Ukraine, has been monitoring 
the cleanup of toxic chemicals 
from a landfill near Kalush in 
western Ukraine. After the gov-
ernment announced the site was 
clean, Voytsikhovska decided to 
test the area to determine pos-
sible safe uses. Her tests found 
concentrations of hexachloro-
benzene hundreds of thousands 
of times above normal: The so-
called cleanup was a fraud.

Voytsikhovska needed to es-
timate how far the contamina-
tion has gone. She worked with 
ELAW staff scientist Mark Cher-

naik. They calculated seepage 
velocity and determined that 
chemicals would trickle down 
to groundwater in five years, 
but hexachlorobenzene had been 
seeping for decades. Voytsik-
hovska realized her recommen-
dations to local authorities must 
remediate both soil and ground-
water contamination.

Beyond scientific and legal 
collaboration, ELAW fellows en-
joy less technical interactions 
that foster the emotional for-
titude to face environmental 
problems. During her three-day 
fellowship, Montana Duang-
prapa from Bangkok, Thailand, 
got advice on taking the long 
view. Duangprapa monitors the 
Thai government’s Southern De-
velopment Plan, which calls for 
constructing coal power plants 

and two new deep sea ports to 
be connected by road and rail-
way. Duangprapa fears the plan 
will turn the Thai section of the 
Malay Peninsula “from paradise 
to heavy industry.”

Duangprapa, one of the 
younger fellows at age 30, felt 
overwhelmed by the challenge. 
Advice came during a Indian 
buffet lunch meeting with vet-
eran environmental lawyer and 
ELAW associate Charles Tebbutt.

Over vegetable curry, Tebbutt 
outlined how an effective law-
yer influences regulatory pol-
icy: gather facts, build a record 
for appeal, connect through me-
dia and social networks, em-
barrass agencies that fail to do 
their jobs.

Tebbutt ’s  talk solidif ied 
Duangprapa’s commitment to 
advocacy work: “Protecting the 
world is not baby stuff. Victory 
takes time.”

That kind of patience de-
mands determination — and 
sometimes courage. Fortunately, 
when a global network of peo-
ple display determination and 
courage in solving a common 
problem, it has the potential 
to generate a positive feedback 
loop of inspiration worldwide.

A bit of this loop appeared 
during the ELAW staff meeting 
when Voytsikhovska shared pic-
tures of her trip to document 
environmental damage from 
an artillery battle in Eastern 
Ukraine. She showed a picture 
of herself dipping an instrument 
into the stagnant water at the 
bottom of a bomb crater and 
said, “I testing.”

To this, ELAW Associate Di-
rector Lori Maddox said, “I have 
a new personal hero.”

Let’s hope the Paris Accord 
spawns a community that in-
spires lots more environmen-
tal heroes.

Jourdan Arenson of Eugene 
writes about science, technology 
and the environment.

Local environmental alliance has global reach
By Jourdan Arenson

For The Register-Guard

Amel Emric/The Associated Press, 2015

Coal power plant pollution is one of the threats discussed at ELAW fellowship in Eugene.


