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“Think Global, Act Local: Grassroots Opposition to Weaponized Drones”

Ed Kinane

My remarks today are about Grassroots Opposition to Weaponized Drones. Bear with me as I draw a parallel between the current domestic opposition to weaponized drones at Hancock Air Base just outside Syracuse, New York and another ongoing military base struggle that inspires and provides a template for the Hancock resistance.

For the last two decades, each year on the weekend before Thanksgiving, a nation-wide grassroots organization called School of the Americas Watch has demonstrated at the main gate of Ft. Benning, Georgia. SOA Watch’s unswerving aim has been to expose and close the Pentagon’s School of the Americas at Benning. The SOA Watch campaign is not just an isolated skirmish, a single issue. The campaign has the larger purpose of raising consciousness and mobilizing US taxpayers and citizens to oppose US militarism and hegemony in Latin America and throughout the globe.

The Pentagon’s School of the Americas, founded in 1946, is notorious as an anti-insurgency terrorist training school for Latin American armed forces. SOA graduates have perpetrated numerous coups, uncountable numbers of assassinations and vast human rights abuse.

SOA Watch’s relentless persistence eventually, in 2000, led to the School’s closure. But the wily SOA re-opened several weeks later under an alias, the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation, or “WHINSEC.” WHINSEC has the same location and similar “anti-insurgency” curriculum as the SOA. WHINSEC is still going strong. As recently as 2009 its graduates toppled, with US support, the democratically-elected government of Honduras.

Upstate New Yorkers have been involved in the struggle to expose and close the School of the Americas since the mid-nineties. More than a dozen of us have served federal time for nonviolent direct actions against the School. Over the years scores of resisters –including nuns, priests, veterans and octogenarians – have stood trial in the Columbus, Georgia federal court. Almost always we have been found guilty of trespass for “crossing the line” on to the base. The numerous recidivists among us are invariably given the maximum sentence of six months. Cumulatively we’ve spent scores of years in prison.

In our jargon, we call this “court witness” and “prison witness” –they are a kind of Gandhian technique we use to put the SOA/WHINSEC on trial. Given the support and the publicity I and other SOA Watch prisoners of conscience garner when in prison, I have no doubt that our incarcerations serve the cause. The disruption of our lives is as nothing compared to the agonies of those the SOA grads torture and kill in Colombia, Mexico, Honduras and elsewhere in Latin America. Our incarcerations surely boosted the enormous growth of the campaign. Some years we’ve had nearly 20,000 participants from all over the US taking part in these annual demonstrations at Benning’s gate.

The SOA Watch nonviolent grassroots campaign –led by Fr. Roy Bourgeois, whom the Vatican recently ex-communicated –was inspired by Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s similarly nonviolent grassroots civil rights campaign. Indeed, both Fr. Roy and Rev. King were sentenced by the same Georgia federal judge that sentenced many SOA Watch prisoners of conscience. 

I have invoked the ongoing, protracted struggle to close the School of the Americas at such length because I see it prefiguring our own struggle at Hancock Air Base in upstate New York. Both are facets of the anti-war movement and of the struggle against capitalist global hegemony. Our anti-drone group focused on Hancock air base –called Upstate Drone Action –is proud to share with Fr. Roy Bourgeois and Rev. King that same scrupulously nonviolent Gandhian legacy. 

And both campaigns overlap. Many anti-Reaper activists cut our resistance teeth at Ft. Benning. As the US partially withdraws from Iraq and Afghanistan, some of the Predator drones deployed there are coming home to roost at Benning. SOA/WHINSEC instructs its Latin American students on their use. As it is, US surveillance drones deploy throughout the Caribbean and Mexico. Israel, on the cutting edge of drone development, is exporting hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of drones to Brazil. At last November’s SOA Watch weekend at Benning, drone warfare was widely discussed.

Before focusing on the Hancock anti-Reaper drone campaign, the campaign I’m most enmeshed in, I must single out the ongoing anti-drone resistance in California (home of Reaper and Predator manufacturer General Atomics, Inc.) and at Creech air force base in Nevada. Civil resistance at Creech, another Reaper hub, preceded the Hancock civil resistance campaign and inspired us. Direct action at Creech led to the high-profile trial of the “Creech 14.” About ten days ago eight more resisters, led by a costumed “grim reaper,” were arrested at Creech.

And I especially must highlight the vigorous, imaginative and gutsy CODEPINK anti-drone campaign radiating out from Washington, DC. However, both Col. Ann Wright and Ally McCracken can speak from direct involvement about these essential efforts to rouse the nation to resist the weaponized drone.

But back to upstate New York: since 2009 a few of us – and as time goes on, dozens more of us – have been working  to expose the  weaponized Reaper drone war crime perpetrated from Hancock air base. Twenty minutes’ drive from my home, Hancock is the home of the 174th Attack Wing of the NY Air National Guard. The issue is global; the work local. 

Safely removed from the battlefield, costumed in aviator jumpsuits, air-conditioned and sitting ergonomically at computer screens, jiggling joy sticks linked to earth-orbiting satellites, the 174th Attack Wing technicians “pilot” the unmanned weaponized Reaper over Afghanistan. Further, Hancock is the national center for training technicians to maintain the Reaper. Those technical skills are fungible; such skills can be used not only to service the Afghanistan Reaper, but also the Reaper clandestinely terrorizing other nations – with whom the US has not declared war. In these nations – Iraq, Yemen, Pakistan and others – the CIA, with scant accountability, deploys the Reaper to commit extrajudicial executions. During his re-election campaign last fall, the White House leaked that the President  signs off on such killing every Tuesday.

Many politicians and talking heads purvey the premise that the Reaper and other weaponized airborne robots are key assets in the “war on terrorism.” These deliberate or unwitting propagandists –some with snug perches in academia –miss a key point:  while the Reaper wins a host of extremely asymmetrical battles, it may well be losing the war. The Reaper may be tactically clever, but thanks to the blowback and proliferation it spawns, deploying the Reaper is strategically stupid.  

Further – and it’s hard not to emphasize this enough – weaponized drones are themselves terrorist. Those who so readily invoke the boogey man of “terrorism” seldom define terrorism.  According to the US State Department definition terrorism is the use of violence or the threat of violence against civilians for political purposes. By that definition the weaponized drone – indeed aerial warfare generally – is itself one of the planet’s major instruments of terrorism.

The weaponized drone not only perpetrates terrorism, but thanks to the quite justifiable hatred it incites toward the United States,it may perpetuate terrorism – mostly of the retaliatory and asymmetric kind. The Pentagon and CIA’s wholesale and cowardly terrorism surely has been a boon for “Al Qaeda’s” recruiters.  Such state terrorism, lucrative for university research institutes and US weapons systems corporations spread across numerous Congressional districts, keeps the pot boiling, keeps us locked in perpetual war. 

Upstate Drone Action is a grassroots, decentralized, informally-organized group made up primarily from people from Syracuse, Buffalo, Rochester, Utica, Binghamton and Albany, New York. But our direct actions at Hancock have involved activists from as far away as Iowa and Virginia, Illinois and Hawaii. Two years ago Kathy Kelly of Voices for Creative Nonviolence, and Col. Ann Wright spoke at a drone rally in St. Lucy’s parish gym in Syracuse, galvanizing our first civil resistance.

That April 22, 2011 die-in at the base led to the week-long trial of the “Hancock 38,” in November 2011 – a bench trial before Judge David Gideon in the DeWitt Town court. Former US attorney general Ramsey Clark spent several hours testifying on our behalf. Ramsey told Judge Gideon that the Hancock Reaper committed war crimes and that the Nuremburg principles require citizens to expose and challenge their nation’s war crime.

Through direct actions and ensuing endless court appearances, through frequent legal demonstrations and street theatre, and through both mainstream and movement media, Upstate Drone Action has sought to educate the public about Reaper assassinations and extra-judicial killings. We seek to educate about the drone’s harrowing impact on civilians and about drone proliferation and blowback, as well as the surveillance and civil liberties threat the Reaper and other airborne robots pose domestically. We also hope our message reaches Hancock base personnel. Who knows, such exertions just might inspire the next Bradley Manning!

Legitimized by international law, including the Nuremburg Principles, and by the First Amendment of the US Constitution, Upstate Drone Action members seek to expose and impede our nation’s Reaper war crimes. In theory the First Amendment protects our freedom of assembly, our freedom of speech, and especially relevant in this case, our right to petition our government for a redress of grievance. At Hancock each time we approach the main gate we attempt to deliver a peoples’ war crimes indictment. When we are rebuffed, typically we block that gate with banners and with our bodies, either standing or, once, lying on the pavement wrapped in bloody shrouds. But our actions don’t require the warrant of legality: we are acting on our respect for life; we are heeding our conscience. 

And speaking of conscience, I must mention Brian Terrell. Brian was one of one of the “Hancock 38” and one of the “Creech 14.” He is now serving six months in Yankton federal prison for seeking to deliver a citizens’ drone war crimes indictment to Whiteman Air Force Base, a drone hub in Missouri.

Anti-military drone activists like Brian and Upstate Drone Action are committed to nonviolent direct action at the entrance to the offending military base. And as at Benning, we keep coming back. We call such recurring civil resistance “Gandhian Waves.” We periodically endure arrest, trial and even incarceration. Typically in court we “go pro se,” i.e. each of us defends his or herself, declaring to the court why we did what we did in an effort to put the Hancock drone itself on trial.

We say our Hancock actions are civil resistance not civil disobedience. Civil disobedience entails (justifiably) breaking the law, whereas our direct actions seek to enforce the law – international law. Despite such law being widely ignored by local, state and federal courts, under Article 6 of the US Constitution, international law is the supreme law of the land.

[Let me remind you of how Article 6 reads: This Constitution, and the Laws of the United States which shall be made in Pursuance thereof; and all Treaties made, or which shall be made, under the Authority of the United States, shall be the supreme Law of the Land; and the Judges in every State shall be bound thereby, any Thing in the Constitution or Laws of any State to the contrary notwithstanding.]

As historians you’ll surely recall how, back in the day, white mobs would periodically lynch blacks. For generations they did so with impunity, such torture and murder being ignored or enabled by all levels of the judiciary. Likewise today the judiciary thus far seems extremely tolerant of, or implicitly enables, if not condones, drone assassination and extra-judicial execution. 

You can decide whether or not the killing – virtually exclusively – of people of color in Islamic lands, is a kind of 21st century high-tech lynching…and whether or not such killing is yet another expression and tool of white, Western supremacy…. 

Like the Columbus, Georgia federal court prosecuting those who “cross the line” at Benning, our local DeWitt Town court brands our efforts to expose the Hancock war crimes as “trespass,” finding us guilty. So far some of us have gotten 15-day sentences in the county penitentiary and dozens have been fined the maximum penalty of $375. Many of us, incidentally, have refused to pay our fine to the court, instead diverting the $375 to a youth group in Afghanistan working to reduce the violence there.

Out of our various civil resistance actions and arrests at Hancock, two arrests were such glaring abuses of our civil liberties that the prosecution had to ask that the charge be dismissed; two have so far resulted in trials. Our next trial will be later this month on Thursday, April 18, in DeWitt. We await two more trial dates. Ironically, dozens of us are now subject to orders of protection “protecting” Hancock – a criminal operation brimming with lethal weaponry and with personnel trained in their use – from our nonviolent presence.

My time running short, I would only add that this excellent conference is doing a wonderful job of heeding those Nuremburg principles….

Let me close by inviting you all to our April 26 to 28 “Resisting Drones, Global War and Empire” convergence in Syracuse the last weekend of April. Please check out the flyer….and our website at www.upstatedroneaction.org.
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