
Counterterrorism Instruments: Limits of 
Alternatives to Drone Strikes 

One of the biggest reasons to continue drone strikes is because the alternatives are often 
worse. Now as I discussed at the beginning, capture is always better. But that's not always an 
option.  
 
So the real question comes, what do you do about a terrorist group operating in a sanctuary-- in 
a foreign country that is not able to exercise sovereignty? And at times, the answer might be to 
do nothing. Not every terrorist group is a danger to the United States. Not every terrorist group 
is capable of doing attacks. So the United States doesn't have to stop everyone everywhere to 
keep itself safe.  
 
Also at times, the answer might be to do nothing because killing a particular individual might 
invoke a response that greatly increases recruitment or otherwise causes more problems than 
solved. But there are going to be many times when allowing a terrorist group to operate with 
impunity is extremely dangerous. It allows them to stay on offense, to launch attack after attack 
after attack. And then eventually, the odds are in their favor, and they're going to succeed and 
kill a lot of innocent people.  
 
So if you're not going to do nothing, what are the alternatives to drone strikes? I discussed that 
capture, at times, isn't feasible. At times, it's very risky. And as a result, the United States may 
at times try to use other means, other drones to do a killing, such as air strikes.  
 
But air strikes don't have the constant presence overhead. You don't have as good intelligence 
to know if say, children have suddenly and surprisingly come near the terrorists. And also, most 
conventional aircraft use a much larger warhead, so the bomb blast is much bigger. And it's 
much more likely you're going to kill innocent people.  
 
Another alternative is simply to rely on the local regime to do it for you. And, as I mentioned, 
governments like Yemen, governments like Pakistan can't always do that. But even when they 
try, they're often far bloodier than the drones.  
 
If you look at the counterinsurgency efforts of these governments, they often involve killing 
hundreds or thousands of their own people. Often there is indiscriminate shelling. Often there is 
tremendous human rights abuses, in general, towards the population. So that alternative of 
leaving it to the locals can result in more innocent suffering.  
 
The last alternative is one that sounds quite good, which is to go after the long-term causes of 
terrorism. And this might include economic causes or political causes and so on. The problem 
is, there isn't really a good sense of what those causes are. There isn't a direct link between 



economic prosperity and support for or opposition to terrorism. There isn't a direct link between 
education and support for an opposition to terrorism.  
 
And political reform is undeniably a good thing, but it's often the case that this is meddling in the 
affairs of another country. You'll be resisted by the local government. And you're going to fail, 
and at the same time, seem heavy-handed and imperialistic.  
 
And so, often people want the United States to try to build the state or build the nation, such as 
Yemen or Pakistan. And again, that sounds very good in theory, but the level of effort required 
to fundamentally transform a society is overwhelming. And indeed, there's a question of whether 
a foreign power, no matter how well-intentioned, can actually do that.  
 
So in conclusion, you can see that drones have many advantages, but also many limits. Some 
of these disadvantages and limits are overstated. But a number of them are quite real, and as a 
result, although I believe that drones should be used, they should be used with caution.  
 
And also, it's important to remember that drones by themselves are not a strategy for victory. 
They're a way of disrupting the other side. But by themselves, they don't create a strategic 
defeat. And you still have to use other means to fight terrorism on a daily basis. 
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