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Abstract  
In response to the terrorists attack on the World Trade Centre and the 

Pentagon on September 11, 2001, the US-led forces launched a global 

counterterrorism campaign. This war on terror has had pernicious 

impact on the state sovereignty in numerous cases.  Pakistan – a front 

line state in this war – has been impacted by the war on terror in many 

ways.  Above all, the Pakistan’s national sovereignty has been 

compromised several times in this war. This paper spotlights the cases 

of US drone strikes in Pakistani tribal areas, Salala check post attack 

and the killing of Osama in Abbottabad by the US forces without any 

prior approval or information sharing with Pakistan. The paper 

concludes that the US-led forces have undermined the national 

sovereignty of Pakistan. It prescribes that cooperation in intelligence, 

trust between allies, as well as respecting national sovereignty of states 

are very important factors for the winning war against terrorism.     

 

I. Introduction  
 The war on terror has attracted much scholarly attention elsewhere. There is an 

enormous scholarship available now that deals with the political (Poynting & Whyte, 

2012; Boulden, 2004; Altheide, 2006; Lynch, MacDonald & Williams, 2007; Mullard & 

Cole, 2007), social (Howell & Lind, 2010; Croft, 2006; Winfield, 2007; Rasmussen, 

2006), and economic (Napoleoni, 2010; Enders & Sandler, 2006; Goldstein, 2004) 

implications of the war on terror for the states engaged in this warfare.  Building on this 

scholarship, the paper aims to examine the impact of this war on the state sovereignty, 

analyzing the case of Pakistan.  

 

 The central question of this paper is: How war on terror has challenged the 

national sovereignty of Pakistan? To address this concern, this study analyzes three 

episodes that suggest the violation of the national sovereignty of Pakistan. It has been 

argued that the policy of drone attacks of the US-led forces, the attack on Salala Check 

Post by the US-led NATO forces, and the assassination of Osama Bin Laden at 

Abbottabad by the US forces without prior approval of state seem to suggest that war on 

terror has undermined the state sovereignty of Pakistan.   
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 This study endorse that the US-led counterterrorism campaign should embrace 

such policies that do not violate the established international norms and values. It is 

expected that the revised policies would substantiate the efforts to eradicate the terrorism 

in the region. Equally, the relations based on mutual respect would result in the extended 

trust and confidence. Consequently, the Cooperative Security initiatives would ensure the 

eradication of terrorism worldwide. 

 

II. War on Terror and the State Sovereignty 
 The US government declared a war against terrorism in the aftermath of the 

terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon. The terrorists 

simultaneously attacked the twin towers, the symbols of US economic strength and the 

Pentagon, the symbol of its military strength on September 11, 2001. Although, 

responsibility of the attacks was fixed on Al-Qaida, the war against terrorism was not to 

remain limited to this organization given its presence across national boundaries and 

continents. The US president declared that, “Our war on terror begins with the Al-Qaida, 

but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of the global reach has 

been found, stopped and defeated” (Bush, 2000). Since then, the US has launched a 

global campaign against terrorism. The US-led alliance is fighting to do away with 

terrorism with full strength. They have affirmed that “We will direct every resource at 

our command- every means of diplomacy, every tool of intelligence, every instrument of 

law enforcement, every financial influence and every necessary weapon of the war- to 

disrupt and defeat the global terror network” (Bush, 2000). 

 

 The US Government formed a coalition according to the provisions of the UN 

Security Council Resolution that was passed on September 28, 2001 (1373, 

2001).However, it has been observed that the US government in its war against terrorism 

has gone to such an extreme that it has forgotten the established rules and norms that 

command the mutual relations of the nations and states in the civilized world (Yusuf, 

2009). It has been reported that following the doctrine of “might is right”, the US 

government has demoralized the nations and has challenged the states’ sovereignty across 

the globe. 

  

 The state sovereignty based on the Treaty of Westphalia of 1648 suggests non-

intervention of the nation-states in the internal matters of the others (Benoist, 1999). 

However, the multilateral treaties in the aftermath of the WWII and the growing role of 

United Nations in the world politics have made a great impact on the concept of 

sovereignty. At the outset, it seems that the international obligations have taken the 

central position and the state sovereignty has lost its primacy. But, the evidence suggests 

that the state sovereignty was respected to a great extent during the cold war period. 

However, in the post-cold war era, the concept of sovereignty puts much emphasis on the 

human security. Unfortunately, the state sovereignty has been challenged in the name of 

safeguarding human security in several cases. Quite often, the counterterrorism 

campaigns have dishonored the territorial boundaries of the sovereign states. This is a 

violation of the international law and the concept of state sovereignty (Tondon, 2005). 

 

III. War on Terror and Pakistan  
As the responsibility of the attacks on Twin towers was fixed on Al-Qaida, the 

US government demanded the Taliban regime in Kabul to handover the leadership of this 
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organization. But, the Taliban government did not fulfill the demand. Eventually, the US 

led coalition forces attacked Afghanistan and dislodged the Taliban regime.  

 

Before 9/11, Pakistan was a supporter of the Taliban government but the US 

attack on Afghanistan put Pakistan in a Hobson’s choice situation. Consequently, 

Pakistan took a U-turn in her policy on Afghanistan and joined the war on terror as a 

strategic partner of the US. Musharraf said, “We have decided to join international 

coalition against terrorism. We took this decision on principles and in our national 

interest. He further said Pakistan will not allow its territory to be used for any terrorist 

activity anywhere in the world (Musharraf, 2001)”. 

 

Soon after the attack on Afghanistan, the Taliban leader Mullah Omer and the 

Al-Qaida leader Osama Bin Laden successfully escaped. The US and NATO forces 

claimed that a large number of Taliban and Al-Qaida militants had moved to the tribal 

areas of Pakistan. Pakistan was unconvinced by these reports as it had deployed nearly 

80,000 soldiers on the western border to prohibit the infiltration of terrorists in Pakistan’s 

territory. Initially, the US-NATO forces demanded Pakistan to take action against the 

terrorist of Al-Qaida and the ruling Taliban leaders who have reportedly escaped in the 

tribal areas of Pakistan. But, later the US-NATO forces started to violate the sovereignty 

of Pakistan. 

 

IV. The Impact of War on Terror on Pakistan Sovereignty: An Analysis  
 The war on terror has challenged the state sovereignty in several cases such as 

Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, and Pakistan. Although Pakistan played a vital role in war, the 

US-led forces have dishonored its territorial boundaries and violated its sovereignty very 

often. This section examines three cases of such violation, i.e. the US policy of Drone 

attacks in Tribal Areas, the attack on Salala Check Post by US-NATO forces, and the 

Abbottabad incident.  

 

A. The Policy of Drone Attacks  

 Drones are new offensive technology in the present century. Today UAVs 

(Unnamed Arial Vehicles) are becoming more and more effective instrument in the fight 

against the terrorists. The US has used this technology very frequently in the tribal areas 

of Pakistan because drones are considered highly effective machines to strike targets that 

keep shifting their positions. Also, owing to the harsh terrain and other factors, drones 

have been used in this region to kill the high value targets. It has been argued that drones 

are highly effective in killing the terrorist operatives in unapproachable regions without 

causing heavy civilian casualties. US Defense Secretary, Leon Panetta has argued that 

“drones are remarkably precise and limited in terms of collateral damage, and were the 

only game in town in term of trying to disrupt the Al-Qaeda leadership” (CNN, 2009).  A 

similar argument has been presented by the former CIA Director Michael Hayden. He 

asserted that “the drone strikes have made regions like Pakistan’s Federally 

Administrative Tribal Area (FATA) neither safe nor a haven for Al-Qaeda and its 

affiliated networks” (CNN, 2009). In addition, the chief counter terrorism advisor to 

President Obama, John Brennan has insisted that “targeted strikes are wise, ethical and 

necessary given the realities of attacking terrorist operatives in remote or inaccessible 

regions” (Mayer, 2009). The arguments of the senior US officials reflect the approach 

and priorities of policy makers about the drone policy.    
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Pakistan not only became a partner of the US in this war but also provided 

intelligence and bases for attacking terrorists. But after the initial victories in Afghanistan 

and establishment of Pro-US government of Hamid Karzai, US started drone strikes in 

Pakistani tribal areas. It blamed that the Taliban and Al-Qaeda terrorists were taking 

refuge in the tribal areas of Pakistan adjacent to the Afghan border. So they started to 

target these terrorists, because they considered that they have the right to kill the terrorists 

everywhere. The number of drone strikes increased many-fold after Obama 

administration came into power. 

  

US claimed that the drone strikes were very effective to degrade and damage the 

organizational capacity of the terrorist groups. They argued that these strikes brought 

pressure on the members of terrorist group that would begin to splintering, lose 

workforce and finally collapse. According to the intelligence reports the terrorist 

scattered and moved to the tribal areas of Pakistan due to the drone strikes (Khan, 2009). 

But it does not mean that these strikes degrade the organizational capacity. Instead of 

these the terrorists scattered to the different regions of the world.  

 

US claimed that the drone strikes were very successful in avoiding collateral 

damage as well. The claim is based on data, reliability and validity, which is questionable 

and objectionable. Neither the advocates nor the critics really know or explain the 

number of deaths in the drone attacks, because these drones hit targets in the areas where 

there is no writ of Pakistani government. There is no official government statistics 

available. However a number of independent organizations have collected the data, which 

is generally based on the newspaper reports or the intelligence sources. There is 

substantial variation in the number of deaths in the drone attacks across the available 

data. According to widely cited data collected by the New US Foundation, 334 drone 

strikes were conducted in Pakistan from June 2004 to October 2012 (The year of the 

drone, 2012).  

 

Despite US claims of efficiency and effectiveness, figures show that the drone 

strikes failed to hit top leadership of terrorists and only a few low ranked leaders were 

killed in these strikes. So, these strikes failed to attain their goals and to vanish the top 

leadership of Al-Qaeda.   

 

The people of Pakistan have great resentment against the US due to drone 

attacks. They believe that these drones are not only violating the sovereignty of Pakistan, 

but are also killing the innocent civilians including the children and the women. 

 

The PEW global attitude survey 2014 presents a clear picture and the sentiments 

of the people of Pakistan (PEW, 2014).  In this survey the question asked was that 

whether or not the drone strikes kill too many innocent peoples. The results demonstrate 

that 67 percent of the people say yes, 9 percent said no and 24 percent of the respondents 

said they don’t know. This shows the response of the people of Pakistan that they believe 

that these drone strikes mostly kill innocent people instead of the HVTs. In response to a 

question asking if these strikes were made without the approval of Pakistani government, 

41 percent respondents agreed, 23 percent disagreed and the 36 percent said they don’t 

know. Although Pakistan was an important ally in the war on terror, and it faced more 

economic and human loss in this war, but the US started the drone attacks in Pakistani 

Tribal region that created more troubles for Pakistan to muster and maintain domestic 
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support for the war. After Pakistan’s joining this war on terror, the terrorists started 

targeting Pakistan civil areas. Due to these attacks and the violation of the Pakistan’s 

sovereignty, People of Pakistan think that this war was not their’s but was the war of the 

US that had been imposed on them.  They also think that they suffered more by joining 

this war. All the political parties and especially the religious parties and groups have the 

strong resentment against these drone attacks. According to the public opinion poll by the 

international agencies most of the Pakistani people have not only disliked these attacks 

and the violation of the sovereignty of Pakistan but also protested again and again against 

these attacks (Dawn, 2013). Not only the general people but also the elected democratic 

government in Pakistan has passed many resolutions in the assembly against these drone 

attacks and have also threatened that they have the option to withdraw from this war. The 

present government in Pakistan passed the unanimous resolution from the National 

Assembly against these drones which cause the death of innocent civilians. The current 

government of the Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf in the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa not 

only protested against these drone attacks but also stopped the NATO supply to the 

Afghanistan through the route of the KPK.  

 

B. The Abbottabad Incident 

 Osama Bin Laden, a Saudi national organized Al-Qaeda, to protect the Muslim 

community and to launch attacks against the US. Osama and his network was allegedly 

been involved in many terrorist activities like the first terrorist bombing on the World 

Trade Centre in 1993, two terrorist attacks on the US embassies in 1998, and other 

terrorist attack on USS Cole. Because there is a history of the Al-Qaeda’s attacks on 

America, so soon after the attacks of 9/11, the America fixed the responsibility on Osama 

and his network without proper investigation. Although the responsibility was fixed on 

Osama, the US forces remained unable capture or kill him for about a decade after 9/11.  

On May 02, 2011, the US forces landed in Abbottabad, Pakistan- without prior approval 

of Pakistani government. The special US Navy Seals invaded the area of Pakistan either 

to kill or arrest the Al-Qaeda top leader Osama bin Laden. This act of the US was a clear 

violation of the sovereignty of Pakistan.  

 

 The US got the information that the Osama was residing in Pakistan. So at the mid 

night of May 1, 2012 about 20 to 25 Navy SEALs started their mission from the 

Jalalabad border area of Afghanistan and proceeded toward Pakistan through stealth 

technology equipped helicopters. They violated international border and entered Pakistan 

and came close to the Pakistan military academy situated in Abbottabad (Schmidle, 

2011). The SEALs were part of the Naval Special Warfare Development Group under the 

Joint Special Operation Command (JSOC). It is a sub unified component of the US 

special operation command (USSOCOM) dedicated to conduct anti-terrorism operation 

(Ambinger, 2011). They entered Pakistan and their target was a compound situated near 

the Pakistan Military Academy Kakul which was under observation for a long time 

(Mazzetti, 2011). They entered the compound and killed Osama without any notable 

resistance from the other side.  

 

 After completion of operation, the force went back with the dead body of the Al-

Qaeda leader, Osama. In this operation they also gathered intelligence reports and plans. 

They had the DNA test of Osama’s dead body to confirm it. Once it was confirmed, the 

US government declared about the operation. As Osama was a Saudi national, the US 
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offered Saudi Arabia to collect the dead body of Osama, but they refused to accept it. So 

they dumped it into Sea.   

 

 President Obama announced on May 2, 2011 that Osama bin Laden was killed. 

The president called the killing of Osama bin Laden the ‘most significant achievement to 

date’ in the effort to defeat al Qaeda and said ‘justice has been done’ (Times, 2011). 

 

 The people of Pakistan were disappointed and demonstrated a great displeasure on 

this unilateral action of the US in the territory of Pakistan. Equally, the government of 

Pakistan considered the act a clear violation of the international law and the established 

international norms. Some argue that it was the failure of the intelligence agencies as they 

failed to intersect this violation that was so close to the military training academy. After 

facing severe criticism from the opposition political parties, the religious parties, media, 

the public, the government constituted a judicial commission under Justice Javed Iqbal. 

The commission thoroughly probed the case and examined the credible evidence 

submitted by many witnesses. The commission submitted the report to the Prime 

Minister. This event was not only considered the violation of the sovereignty of Pakistan, 

but also as the failure of the Pakistan’s security institutions. The defense and security 

committee of the Senate also asserted that it was the violation of the sovereignty of 

Pakistan.  

 

C. The Attack on Salala Check Post 

 The US-led NATO forces attacked the Pakistani border posts on Saturday, 

November 26, 2011.  The planes of the forces entered 2.5 kilometers inside the territory 

of Pakistan in the border area of Salala in the Baizi subdivision of Mohmand Agency of 

Federally Administrated Tribal Area (FATA). The forces entered at 2 pm local time of 

Pakistan and started firing by the NATO Apache helicopter from the Afghan territory on 

the two border check posts of Pakistan, the “Boulder” and the “Volcano”. In this hostile 

incident the forces not only violated the sovereignty of Pakistan by entering in the 

Pakistani territory but also killed 24 Pakistani soldiers including two officers. In addition, 

thirteen soldiers were badly wounded. The attack was a clear violation of the sovereignty 

of Pakistan. The Pakistani government protested against this violation of Pakistan’s 

territory and the killing of the Pakistani soldiers.  

 

 During the US-led NATO forces attack through the gunship helicopter, the 

Pakistan army protested and demanded to stop the firing and violation of the sovereignty 

of Pakistan. But the NATO forces continued firing.  The air strikers were aiming at a 

point that was 1.6 kilometer deep in the territory of Pakistan.  The strikes continued for 2 

hours that reflects it was not an error in judgment or the failure of the communication 

between the two sides.  There was a border communication center. Equally, there were 

‘mutually agreed mechanisms for operations close to the borders’ between the allies. But, 

the Pakistani forces were not informed about the operation at all (Pirzada, 2011). This 

was absolutely a blind and sudden operation against the Pakistan army.   

 

 These posts were established by the Pakistan army in this region to maintain 

control in the region. The posts were located in a difficult terrain area of over 800 meter 

high above the sea level at the Pak-Afghan border, near the Afghan province of Kunnar. 

These posts were effectively serving the purpose of preventing the terrorists’ cross border 

movement (Pirzada, 2011).  This attack undermined the sovereignty of Pakistan and 
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deepened the distrust between the Pakistan and the US. It was not the first time that US-

led forces dishonored the territorial boundaries of Pakistan. In fact, it was the fourth in 

serial. The NATO forces attacked on the Pakistani forces in 2006. Then, they attacked in 

June 2008 in which 11 soldiers of the frontiers corps were killed. Resultantly, the NATO 

supply was suspended temporarily (ISPR, 2012). In the same manner, another attack took 

place in September 2010. This time 2 soldiers were killed and as a reaction there was a 

closure of the one of the NATO supplies route for the 10 days (ISPR, 2012). Later in 

June 2011, a similar attack was made on the Pakistani soldiers but fortunately no casualty 

was done. Of these attacks, the attack on Salala check post was the most gruesome act. 

 

 Evidence shows that there was a great controversy among the three parties i.e., 

Pakistan, the US and NATO forces regarding the incident of the Salala. Pakistan 

considered this act as an aggressive attitude of the US and the severe violation of the 

sovereignty of Pakistan. The US took the stance that firing was initiated from the 

Pakistani side and the act of the US was only on the base of self-defense. On that day the 

NATO forces launched an operation against the terrorists in a village Maya near the Pak-

Afghanistan border. So, there were divergent perspectives on the event. NATO expressed 

regret over the incident and acknowledged its mistake. The US government had also 

untaken its deepest condolence (Time, 2011). President Barack Husain Obama also called 

the attack a ‘tragedy’ (Panetta, 2011).  US was however reluctant to offer its 

unconditional apology on this incident and the Obama administration only wanted that 

condolence was sufficient to move on. The US did not agree to form a Joint investigation 

team and tried to underestimate the matter.  

 

 The incident of the Salala not only violated the sovereignty of Pakistan, but also 

killed Pakistani soldiers. The people, government, and the army demonstrated great 

displeasure. All the stake holders were on the same page and considered this event as a 

straight forward violation of the sovereignty of Pakistan. Soon after the attack Pakistan 

responded and made it clear that this type of incident would not be tolerated again. Soon 

after the incident, Prime Minister Gilani called an urgent meeting of the Cabinet’s 

Defense Committee and discussed the issue. The Army Chief General Pervez Kiyani also 

convened a meeting of senior officers. It was announced by the army that this type of 

incident would not be acceptable in future. Equally, it was decided that a strong signal 

should be given to the US and NATO forces. It was also decided that the NATO supply 

routes should be blocked. Equally, all the political parties and the masses protested 

against the terrible incident and demanded blockage of the NATO supply line through the 

territory of Pakistan.  

 

 The Pakistan People’s Party called an in camera session of the parliament to 

discuss the issue and to revisit the policy toward the war on terror and the US. In this 

session the parliamentarians endorsed the public demand and decided not to open the 

NATO supply line until an apology was made by the US. A Parliamentary Committee for 

National Security headed by Senator Raza Rabbani was formed to look into the issue and 

put forward policy recommendations.   

 

V. Policy Options and Recommendations  
 The perception drawn from above literature is that the general population of 

Pakistan as well as international community considers drone attacks as the violation of 

Pakistan’s sovereignty.  The level of productivity of drone attacks is very low; therefore 
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it has proved an ineffective strategy. At the same time, if a high value target is not being 

targeted the way it is claimed, then Pakistan-US should have devised some alternative 

strategy to overcome the challenge. The drone attacks have also caused collateral damage 

resulting as great unrest in the local community close to the Pak-Afghan border. So, any 

increase in such attacks will further add into the prevailing anxiety. Above all is the 

conclusive statement of Government of Pakistan, recently, endorsed by CIA, that drone 

attacks remained counter-productive. To overcome the problem, Pakistan-US may look 

into the following options:  

 

 First, Zero-tolerance Policy should be adopt without any discrimination against 

terrorism would be the key for effective result in future, which is also vivid in the current 

policy devised after the terror attack on Army Public School in Peshawar. Second, the 

sense of deprivation should be removed as it a leading factor in the proliferation of 

terrorism. Third, Capacity building programs should be launched for the youth of the 

areas where operations against terrorists are going on. Fourth, if there is any possibility 

that drones are instrumental in counter-terrorism operations in Pakistan then Pakistan 

should use this technology herself against the terrorists; thus, discouraging any foreign 

state to violate the sovereignty of Pakistan. Fifth, as the US draw down from Afghanistan 

would be critical in a way that it would create a vacuum which would later be filled by 

other regional stake-holders. Since the root of the problems in the part of country 

bordering Afghanistan is directly or indirectly related to US, Pakistan, Afghanistan and 

India, therefore, any policy to overcome the problem in the future should be decided 

while involving all stakeholders.  

 

 Moreover, a proposal of cooperative security would be an ideal one, to address the 

given situation. For Cooperative Security Initiatives, all the stakeholders should respect 

each other’s sovereignty. They must contribute their honest efforts to eradicate terrorism. 

In order to ensure success they should pool-in some funds for the joint counter terrorism 

operations and declare terrorists as common enemies. To make their counter terrorism 

operations successful, intelligence sharing is highly desirable. Try best to overcome 

misperception and miscalculations while launching any counter terrorism operation to 

avoid incidents like Salala Check Post. Establishing hot-lines for swift communication, 

before and during the counter-terrorism operations against high value targets i.e. the case 

of Osama Bin Laden killing has become a complex one and Pakistan Army is viewed 

with skeptic lens all over the world. Had this operation been conducted by Pakistan Army 

after taking US in full confidence, the situation had been different. In addition, media 

campaigns may also serve the purpose while defusing tension and restoring the image of 

parties in line for pursuit of the said noble cause.          

 

 To conclude one may say that it has become an established fact that US has 

violated Pakistan’s sovereignty at multiple times with Drones, attack on Salala Check 

Post and Osama Bin Laden’s killing. Despite the fact that Pakistan has made huge 

sacrifices being a front line ally in the War on Terror, US’ mistrust led it to intervene in 

Pakistan’s jurisdiction thus committing sheer violation of national and international law 

and norms. Since, both have done marvelous job with mutual collaboration in counter 

terrorism campaign, therefore it is desired that avoiding such adventures which cause 

mistrust and sabotage state’s sovereignty by any mean should be a high priority.       
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