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To the Judges,

On Jan. 30, President Obama acknowledged publicly what most Americans already knew: The 
U.S. government was operating a covert drone campaign in Pakistan and elsewhere, killing 
suspected militants at a pace far greater than the previous administration. Even as Obama 
defended the policy as judicious, his administration was drawing up secret plans to expand and 
institutionalize the practice of targeted killing.

A great deal has been written and said about the U.S. policy of killing its perceived enemies 
with armed drones. The legality of the practice has been debated widely and passionately. The 
extent of the killings has been tracked in articles, broadcasts and surveys in many media outlets, 
including The Washington Post. 

But the full scope of the Obama administration’s plans to make these killings the permanent 
centerpiece of U.S. counterterrorism policy remained hidden until The Post published its three-
part series, “The Permanent War,” in late October, followed by a fourth installment in December. 

These articles, like none before them, described the classified infrastructure being assembled 
to implement the administration’s strategy. They dissected the rationale behind the decision to 
expand the most controversial aspect of America’s war against Islamic extremists. They combined 
to form a new chapter in the story of how targeted killing evolved from a tactic to a strategy, 
demonstrating the responsibility of the press to bring facts and accountability to a vital national 
debate. This was national reporting at its most difficult — and finest.

With persistence and deep experience in national security matters, four Post journalists — Craig 
Whitlock, Karen DeYoung, Greg Miller and Julie Tate — embarked on a fresh and painstaking 
exploration of a subject many experts assumed had been investigated and analyzed thoroughly. 
They followed the trail from Africa to the White House and back to Africa. They went from 
interviews and databases to documents obtained through the Freedom of Information Act. The 
results were vivid new details and a deeper understanding of how the secret apparatus of the U.S. 
government is combating what it perceives as the gravest threat to national security.

The first article described the development of the “disposition matrix,” a targeting list that 
identifies suspected militants worldwide and maps how to capture or kill them. The article 
revealed a startling intelligence assessment: A decade into the fight, the country is probably only 
at the halfway point in its battle against terrorism. 



The second article went inside the White House to track the administration’s efforts to enshrine 
its tactics and legal justifications for targeted killings through a “playbook.” The article provided 
an unusually candid view of administration strategy from John O. Brennan, the president’s 
counterterrorism chief and architect of the playbook. 

The third article showed how these plans will be executed, focusing on the transformation of a 
dusty outpost on the Horn of Africa into the U.S. military’s first global counterterrorism base. 
Relying heavily on thousands of pages of records obtained through the Freedom of Information 
Act and public Web sites, the article documented a $1.4 billion plan to expand Camp Lemmonier 
in Djibouti into a hub for drones and Special Forces units ready to take the lead in future 
conflicts.

The fourth installment revealed the detailed plans by the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency 
to increase the number of spies it deploys overseas. The new cadre will work alongside the CIA 
and elite military commando units, a further blurring of the lines between intelligence and 
military operations in the permanent war.

The origins of the series were two articles in June. On a routine trip with the secretary of defense, 
Whitlock, The Post’s Pentagon reporter, spotted a number of suspicious small aircraft at airports 
in Africa. Digging into databases and conducting interviews, he discovered an extensive network 
of previously secret U.S. military operations across Africa aimed at the emerging threat from al-
Qaeda and its affiliates. Those articles led to a deeper examination joined by national security 
reporter Karen DeYoung, intelligence reporter Greg Miller and researcher Julie Tate.

The result was a series of deeply reported articles, complemented by extensive graphics and 
photographs, a new interactive database to track drone strikes worldwide and a dramatic 
introductory video, that provided readers across all of The Post’s media platforms with the who, 
what and how behind the targeted killing policies that will form the core of American efforts to 
combat terrorism for years to come.

We are proud to nominate “The Permanent War” for The Pulitzer Prize in National Affairs.

Sincerely,


