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Death by remote
S

everal weeks ago, Mullah
Abdul Manan Akhund,
a powerful Taliban commander from the southern
Afghan province of Helmand,
was struck down by an American
drone strike and his death celebrated. Many observers, including journalists and politicians
from Afghanistan and elsewhere,
flooded networks like Twitter
with exclamations of joy over the
attack.
The death of Mullah Manan, as
the Taliban leader was called, was
important news. But it was also a
headline that served the narrative
that the war on terror is a sensible
and success-oriented endeavor.
But this is not the case. On the
day Mullah Manan was killed, at
least one other attack was carried
out in Afghanistan that deserved
attention. In the east Afghan
province of Paktia, at least eight
civilians became the target of air
attacks involving manned aircraft and drones. On the following day, relatives of the victims
from Paktia buried their deceased
loved ones and protested the
attacks.
Such a scenario is no rarity in
Afghanistan. While the world’s
attention is focused above all
on Kabul and other large urban
centers, everyday life in the rural
regions in the Hindu Kush is
neglected or forgotten. Brutal

onslaughts, usually in the form
of raids, drone strikes or other
military operations, are carried
out on a regular basis.
The victims are frequently civilians. “My brothers and my father
were not Taliban fighters,” I was
told by the nomad Pasta Khan,
from the province of Khost. “But
no one’s interested in that.” In
June 2015, drones killed his brothers, his father and other members
of his tribe. The nomads were
forced to mourn a total of 14 victims.
Pasta Khan now suffers from
post-traumatic stress disorder
and paranoia. He lives in constant
fear that American drones are
watching him and could obliterate him at any time. The children
in his village of Bati Tana, not far
from the Pakistani border, have
similar fears – they’re too afraid
to go outside and play.
Similar scenarios are playing
out in other Afghan provinces
that I visited. In Wardak Province, near Kabul, miners, greengrocers and taxi drivers are
hunted and killed by US drones.
The drone operators, who work
in shifts from their little cubbies,
evidently have no idea whom they
kill day in and day out by simply
pushing a button.
Several attacks have been executed in the past few weeks. In
the provinces of Paktia, Nangarhar and Helmand, where Mullah
Manan was killed, numerous
civilians have fallen victim to the
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The high number of civilian drone victims begs the question: Do drones actually serve the war on terror?

same fate. Armed drones played
a key role in all these operations, but while Manan’s death
attracted considerable attention,
we heard little about the nameless, faceless Afghans who perished as “supposed militants,”
“terror suspects” or other euphemisms concocted by international
media outlets. No one cares about
anyone from the Afghan hinterlands – they’re considered nothing more than collateral damage.
Those familiar with reality in
the affected lands and regions

know that drone strikes seldom
kill the leaders of militant groups.
Perhaps the best example of this
was the first-ever attack by an
armed drone in human history.
It occurred in October 2001 in
the southern Afghan city of Kandahar, and its target – the Taliban founder and leader Mullah
Mohammad Omar – survived.
Years later, Omar would die a
natural death. However, the US
drones that stalked him over the
years continued to claim the lives
of other civilians.

In the past year, it became known
that Jalaluddin Haqqani, a wellknown Taliban leader and head of
the so-called Haqqani network, had
been dead for some time. He did
not perish by way of Hellfire missiles; he eventually succumbed to
illness and old age. Nevertheless, on
multiple occasions over the past 17
years, Haqqani was declared dead
after drone strikes levied on Kabul
by America and its allies.
Such has been the case with
other renowned militants as
well, including none other than

the leader of Al Qaeda, Ayman
al-Zawahiri. He, too, has been
reportedly killed on several occasions, yet he lives on. The British human rights organization
Reprieve called attention to this
problem in 2014, highlighting the
fact that between 2002 and 2014,
the killing of 41 targeted individuals in Yemen and Pakistan resulted
in the killing of at least 1,147 others
who were not targeted.
The critical yet unspoken question remains: Who were all these
people?
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Truth: A dangerous quest
Journalists in conflict zones are increasingly targeted for their work.
Media outlets must take ownership of their responsibilities

Obama’s presidency. As for the
2,000 victims of drone strikes,
Obama officials maintained that
each and every one of them was
a “terrorist.” For that point in
time, even conservative estimates of civilian drone victims
exceed by far those provided by
the White House.
Through my own research
alone, I have been able to reconstruct dozens of cases where
civilians exclusively were killed.
But none of this much matters
when the White House classifies
more or less all males in range of
a drone strike as “militants” or
“enemy combatants.”
The following question is thus
all the more relevant: If I were
killed by a drone in Afghanistan,
would I be considered a terrorist as long as the opposite is not
proved? And this begs my final
question: Who makes the effort
to prove otherwise, when an
Afghan nomad, greengrocer or
farmer is obliterated via remote
control from Nevada? Far too
few of us – that’s the grim truth.
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U

nfortunately,
the
remark attributed to
Senator Hiram Johnson remains as valid today as
when it was uttered in 1917:
“The first casualty when war
comes is truth.” With the
outbreak of armed conflict,
information decays into propaganda, thereby becoming
an additional weapon of war.
That makes the independent
work of reporters all the more
important in zones of war or
crisis. Only a free and independent press ensures objective information from all those
affected by armed conflict.
The situation for reporters and their colleagues in the
field is deteriorating by the day.
Protective arrangements such
as the Geneva Convention and
“Press” or “TV” labels on body
armor and vehicles no longer
protect their legitimate users.
Indeed, journalists are increasingly becoming victims, and not
by coincidence. They are being
targeted deliberately.
In 2018, at least 80 journalists
were killed – 15 in Afghanistan,
11 in Syria, nine in Mexico, six
in India – all told 36 of them
outside war regions.
The reasons are numerous.
First, independent reporting is
unwelcome in war zones. Journalists are often detained or

kidnapped, to be used as propaganda tools or held for ransom.
The videos of the Islamic State
celebrating the killings of
reporters are evidence enough
in their brutality.
Yet this grim picture is quickly
evolving elsewhere as well, in
non-military contexts, even
in Europe. Last summer, for
instance, Germans could witness this phenomenon firsthand. To report on the disturbances and neo-Nazi demonstrations in the eastern city of
Chemnitz, journalists could not
do their jobs without police protection or facing manifest bodily
harm on the streets.
The core of the problem is
that, instead of being accepted
as neutral observers, journalists
are increasingly regarded as parties to the conflicts on which
they report.
Journalists face the greatest
amount of danger when reporting on military conflicts, terrorism, restrictive states, organized
crime or – increasingly – politically motivated violence aimed
explicitly at media representatives.
The dangers can also be categorized regionally. In Latin
America and Africa, local
reporters and correspondents
are chief targets. In their various
conflict zones, Al Shabaab, Boko
Haram, Al Qaeda, the Taliban
and IS seek to silence local journalists. The Taliban, for exam-

ple, specifically hunts down
Afghan journalists. Protecting
correspondents on the ground
requires constantly revamped
measures that now include the
use of aliases.
Despite all the threats they
face, journalists want to and
must do their jobs. Some risks
can be minimized, above all
through comprehensive security management. Deployments
must be carefully planned, with
proven and reliable contacts on
the ground an absolute necessity. Furthermore, reporters
require special training, including first aid, particularly when
operating in hostile environments. Reporters also need
competent and closely coordinated guidance and support
from their media outlets spanning every single moment of
their deployment. A network
of contacts to colleagues in
the danger zone should also be
maintained.
In short, media outlets must
go beyond mere awareness of
their legal and ethical responsibility toward their reporters.
They have to weigh whether a
reporting deployment should be
cut short or perhaps whether
the dangers are too great to
even authorize it in the first
place. They must take ownership of these principles. This
involves defining with precision the company’s risk tolerance and providing active secu-

rity for their journalists in the
field. We owe much to the men
and women whose courageous
reporting helps truth reach the
public’s attention.
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Despite all we know of the
realities in these affected
regions, this question is almost
never posed. It is also objectionable that journalists, analysts
and politicians disproportionately tout the death of men like
Mullah Manan while ignoring
the numerous civilian victims
of the global drone war. Such
behavior merely contributes to
the perpetuation of the fraudulent narrative of the “precise”
drone that exclusively kills “terrorists.”
Recent figures indicate that
from January to September
2018, the US military dropped
more than 5,000 bombs from
manned and unmanned aircraft
over Afghanistan – marking a
17-year high. Moreover, such
statistics issued by the military
have proved to be erroneous in
the past. In 2017, it was found
that numerous sets of data from
Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan were
faulty. The Military Times, which
brought the scandal to light,
reported “potentially thousands
of lethal airstrikes” of which the
public was never informed.
Even less data exists on the
drone war. Both the US military
and the CIA disclose virtually no
information on attacks. In 2015,
the Obama administration published a four-page document in
which it claimed to have killed
between 64 and 116 noncombatants in Libya, Pakistan, Somalia
and Yemen over the course of
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