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Obama Apologizes After Drone Kills American and Italian Held by Al Qaeda (New York Times 4/23/15)
U.S.-Led Forces Killed Syrian Civilians, Rights Groups Say: Airstrikes on village controlled by Islamic State kills more than 60 civilians, say two human-rights groups (Wall Street Journal 5/1/15)
This is not a "gotcha" column. But before reviewing American drone and airstrike policy, it is not inappropriate to remind the president and company that hubris is an unattractive trait.

Last summer, as Israel was defending itself from Hamas rockets fired at its civilian population often from within the civilian population of Gaza, the White House was vehement in its criticism of Israel. A White House spokesman called Palestinian casualties, "totally unacceptable and totally indefensible." A DoD spokesman said, "The civilian casualties in Gaza have been too high. And it's become clear that the Israelis need to do more to live up to their very high and public standards." The State Department piled on. After one incident in which Hamas and UNRWA claimed only civilian casualties had occurred, the White House said, "All evidence points to Israeli artillery as the cause," and that Israel "can and should do more to protect the lives of innocent civilians." [The exception to the stream of invective was Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Martin Dempsey, who said Israel went to "extraordinary lengths" to avoid civilian casualties, and sent a senior team of American military officers to Israel to study IDF counterterrorism and urban warfare tactics.]

When the UN admitted last week that Hamas was using UNRWA schools and centers as weapons depots, the silence from the White House was total.

If the U.S. was wrong about what Israel was doing, what about what the U.S. was doing? And specifically, what it was doing to American citizens?
It emerged this week that in January 2015 Adam Gadahn, sometimes called the "American Taliban," was killed in a CIA-ordered drone strike in Pakistan. In a separate strike around the same time, two Taliban hostages -- American Warren Weinstein and Italian Giovanni Lo Porto, both civilian aid workers -- were killed in Pakistan when the house in which they were being kept was targeted by a CIA drone strike. To be very clear: In each case it was the house that was targeted, not the Americans or even Taliban operatives. The strikes were called "signature strikes," which are based on patterns of CIA drone-observed behavior rather than specific intelligence about specific people. Not only was Weinstein not a target, but neither was Gadhan. Oops.
	U.S. citizen Adam Gadahn (aka "The American Taliban") was killed this year in an airstrike from an unmanned drone operated by the CIA. He was not the target. The house he was in was the target, based on patterns of behavior.



They were not the first Americans killed in drone strikes by the American government. The administration admitted last year that four Americans had been killed—three accidentally, one on purpose. The target was Anwar al Awlaki, killed in 2011; Samir Kahn was "collateral damage." Awlaki's 16-year-old son was killed in a separate strike intended to kill someone else, and Jude Kenan Mohammed, later said to be "of interest to American intelligence," was killed in 2011.

Gadhan and Awlaki may not have been model Americans, but there are rules about the government depriving them of life without due process. The younger Awlaki, Kahn and Mohammed were certainly due constitutional protections -- and so, of course, was Weinstein.

At the time of Awlaki's death the President said, "This is a targeted, focused effort at people who are on a list of active terrorists, who are trying to go in and harm Americans, hit American facilities, American bases and so on... I think that we have to be judicious in how we use drones... And I want to make sure that people understand that drones have not caused a huge number of civilian casualties. For the most part, they have been very precise, precision strikes against al-Qaeda and their affiliates."

In 2014, the President acknowledged that he was heavily involved in the process. He was personally approving air strikes, personally making the decision to conduct individual drone strikes, personally vetting the names on the government's "kill list."

Fast forward to last Friday and the deaths of non-American civilians.
An American air strike over Syria is said to have killed nearly 60 Syrian civilians, including 13 children. The report was made by the generally authoritative Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR), and seconded by the Syrian Network. This comes on the heels of last month's report by the SOHR that it had documented 66 civilian deaths in seven months of coalition strikes in Syria. Iraq Body Count, an organization that has been tracking Iraqi civilian deaths since 2003, says 118 Iraqi civilians have been killed by coalition airstrikes as of January 2015.

The U.S. neither accepts nor rejects these numbers because it is not counting. "I am tracking no civilian casualties," Lt. Gen. James L. Terry, commander the U.S. campaign in Iraq and Syria, told reporters last December.

After last weekend's assertion of civilian deaths, the White House did acknowledge civilian victims and President Obama told reporters, "I take full responsibility for all our counterterrorism operations." Sort of. Aides made sure reporters knew that Mr. Obama did not sign off on this specific strike, having handed the responsibility for drone attacks to the CIA "if they fit certain criteria." He had handed off the so-called "signature strikes," the ones by definition least likely to be precise and most likely to result in unintended consequences.

"I profoundly regret what happened," the President said. "We will do our utmost to ensure it is not repeated... It is a cruel and bitter truth that in the fog of war generally, and our fight against terrorists specifically, mistakes, sometimes deadly mistakes, can occur."

Yes, they can and they do. Will he offer the same understanding to the army of a democratic ally -- Israel -- whose army, according to General Dempsey, "went to extraordinary lengths to avoid civilian casualties?
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