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Introduction 

 

In the field of modern warfare, machine programming and artificial intelligence are rapidly 

developing.  Some militaries have already further advanced in automating robots, drones, machines, 

software, and personnel systems like surveillance. Instead, some others have already deployed 

defensive systems like the Iron Dome in India. The Iron Dome is capable of terminating attack missiles 

or warheads quicker than the reaction of a militant in charge. Trends like these places the community, 

lawyers, other nations, scientists, moralists, and policymakers in a highly challenging position. Raising 

a number of disputes for UN officials in conferences debating on the technology’s potential to improve 

quality of human life and applications. Such as driverless cars, artificial assistants, militants, and 

improving accuracy of medical diagnoses and surgical procedures etc.  

 

While debates on these examples have sparked enough tension alone, the potential for these 

technologies to save lives in armed conflict warrants very close consideration. Around 3,000 

roboticists and Artificial Intelligence experts in the WCRA convention, even Stephen Hawking, Elon 

Musk and Demis Hassabis have called for a ban and urged others to do so as well. Also, 116 AI and 

robotics companies urged the United Nations to ban lethal autonomous weapons globally. (Verdiesen, 

Ilse. AI Matters) 

 

 Still, there remains a large area of debate between countries to further discuss the 

implications of these weapons, as well as clarify confusion between the terms “Autonomous” and 

what would be considered to coincide with international humanitarian laws or laws of conflict. 

Signatories of the Convention of Conventional Weapons, along with NGOs and UN officials have 
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called a ban on the deployment of these weapons however oppression from countries like Russia 

and the U.S have blocked the required consensus. 

 
Definition of Key Terms 
 
AI (Artificial Intelligence): 

A field of study to improve the programming, algorithms, software and “intelligence” of 

machines. Their software or “intelligence” is measured by the machine’s ability to determine 

the best choices in a range of situations. 

 

Fully Autonomous Weapon Systems:  
They also go by the name “killer robots”. FAWs have the ability depending on their AI to select, 

target and engage with other individuals without human input. 

 

Lethal Autonomous Weapons (LAWs): 
With the same purpose of FAWs however with the intention of military deployment. Therefore, 

they still independently search, track, engage. However, are designed to kill or harm 

depending on their programmed constraints and descriptions. For military deployment, they’re 

intended to operate in the air, on land, on water, under water, or even in space.  

 

IHL (International Humanitarian Law):  
International humanitarian law is a set of rules and laws to be applied on a global scale from 

all nations. Most commonly used in situations of warfare, they also go under the term law of 

war or the law of armed conflict. IHLs are settled in agreements between States through either 

treaties or conventions. They are legally binding general principles to be adapted in any case 

geographically. These rules aim for humanitarian, ethical, and moral consideration to limit the 

damages from armed conflicts within a community. The set of rules protects all members of 

the community (including participating in hostilities) and seeks to restrict the development and 

procedure in warfare. (“What is IHL?”, ICRC) 
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Human-out-of-the-loop weapons:  
Robots with the capability of selecting targets and delivering force without any human input 

or interaction. (This kind of autonomous weapons system is the source of concern about 

“killing machines.”) 

 

Human-on-the-loop weapons:  

Robots with the capability of selecting targets and delivering force under the oversight and 

control of a human operator. These robots can be overridden or destroyed under the 

human’s control.  

Principles of Proportionality:  
An area of concern on the deployment and development of autonomous weapons; is how the 

principles of proportionality will be applied in cases of warfare. Proportionality is a general 

principle in law as a criterion of fairness and justice in statutory interpretation processes. 

Therefore, they are vital in war crime procedures, because they help assist in discerning the 

correct balance between restriction imposed by a corrective measure, and the severity of the 

nature of the prohibited act.  
 

Background Information 
 

The Geneva Conventions are comprised of four treaties, and three protocols. They establish 

the standards of international law for humanitarian treatment in war. These standards include: the 

protection of all civilians, the principles of proportionality, accountability measures, and the case of 

increased risk of war. As well as, the proliferation, ethical and moral applications, the 

implementation and enforcement of International Law, including international humanitarian law and 

international human rights law. This is in the context of lethal/fully autonomous weapons. (Gasser, 

Hans-Peter, 1995) States have yet to even agree on a shared definition of what a “lethal 

autonomous weapons system” is. With those that most want to develop the weapons, using this as 

a pretext to limit further progress in discussions. Therefore, when faced in UN conferences or 

conventions, States will take advantage of unclarified terms to prolong adapting IHL or further 

resolutions to the deployment and use of these weapons. As for ethical and moral applications, 
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some countries state that the future deployment of autonomous weapons will both reduce civilian 

casualties and mass property damage in a foreign country. (“The UN and IHLs, ICRC) 

 

Security Concerns 
The US government invests approximately $2.1 million per year on each soldier deployed in 

Afghanistan. (“The Pentagon”, Military Times) So the average budget on deploying soldiers to war on 

a global scale is extremely high. Therefore, deploying these autonomous weapons will not only 

decrease military casualties and costs on warfare, but as well create the proliferation and initiation 

of warfare and weaponry much simpler. In terms of the proliferation of autonomous weapons, the 

rapid development of technology would precede to make these weapons relatively cheap and easy 

to copy. Therefore, this enables dictators, non-state armed parties, or even terrorists to acquire 

them. Furthermore, lower military casualties could lower the threshold of the use of force. 

Threatening both international security and reducing the incentive for political parties to find 

solutions or end conflict.  

 

Legal Concerns 
Now for ethical and moral application, accountability, and principles of proportionality. Only a 

small number of people are needed to deploy a mass quantity of fully autonomous weapons. This 

alone raises concerns of oversight on legal issues, prevention and legal damages, and control of 

these autonomous weapons. These weapons both react and interact with each other at speeds 

beyond human control. Also, with our current technology, it isn’t possible programming ethical 

procedures, concepts, and IHLs. Therefore, these weapons are highly unpredictable based on their 

programming, they could lead to accidental and rapid escalation of conflict. The National War Crime 

Strategy is a common procedure used in many states to assess and observe whether any 

international laws have been violated. Many of them being applicable to IHLs. Usually, either the 

militant, lieutenant commander, or captain hold accountable for any war crime. The legal paperwork 

and procedures pertaining this situation have already been discussed, signed, and evaluated by 

countries. However, with the introduction of the deployment of fully autonomous weapons. There is 

high concern for both legal procedures and who will be taking accountability. Stating this, this is one 

factor as to why countries prolong the discussion or ban of autonomous weapons. As there are 

complex legal concerns layered under the deployment of autonomous weapons. The process of 
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properly evaluating and discussing this issue would spark many debates and prolong the 

deployment of autonomous weapons. Which in the case of countries in favor of deployment, ensure 

there is limited discussions pertaining to cases like this in the issue.   

 
Political Context  

The initiation of the establishment of artificial intelligence and autonomous weapons was firstly 

within the permanent members of the UNSC, beginning between the US and Russia. What began as 

a form of political power play to outsmart one another, now leads to the modernization of autonomous 

weapons use within our community. Advancement after the other, we have entered the era of “robot 

killers”. What was once for the purpose of political threat/tension, has led us to the responsibility of 

billions of lives under these fully autonomous machines. China, recently being the first of the permeant 

members of the UNSC to call a ban against the deployment of autonomous weapons. France, United 

Kingdom, USA, and Russia persist to the use of autonomous weapons. Stating their status as a form 

of political safety and stability between border nations. (Mohanty, “Lethal Autonomous Dragon” ORF) 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 
 
United States of America  
        The United States of America has a prominent position in both the UN as well as the history 

and involvement of autonomous weapons. Due to the history between other border nations during 

war, and the lack of regulated IHLs for their civilians. The USA finds that the use and development 

of fully autonomous weapons more important and will eventually contribute to our society. They 

believe that the deployment of these weapons will decrease civilian casualty as well as the 

investments made on militants going to war. (The overall investment is an average trillion dollars) 

With the persistent development and use of technology. They believe they will find a way of 

ensuring it betters the society rather than the “negative” views/concerns regarding autonomous 

weapons. For example, using advanced technology to improve programming or coding for these 

weapons. 

 
Russia  
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Russia is also a powerful nation and member of the UN. Taking the United States’ side on 

their stance of deploying these weapons. Russia finds it reluctant to enforce regulation, or even ban 

the deployment of autonomous weapons. This is due to many loopholes within this issue making it 

easier to avoid or discuss. With similar statements as the U.S regarding a form of security between 

border nations. They find that IHLs are sufficient as they stand and are in no need of adapting them 

to more ethical and secure procedures for fully autonomous weapons.  

 

China 

China plays a key role in the context of this issue. Considering that they are one of the 

permanent 5 countries in security council. Their input on global issues makes a big impact and 

influence on other countries. Whether be it on decisions, views, or raising awareness regarding the 

issue. China announced during a UN meeting that they firmly believe the impact of emerging 

technologies deserve objective, impartial and full discussion. Following that, until such discussions 

have been done, there should not be any pre-set premises or prejudged outcome which may 

impede the development of AI technology. However, China has called a ban on the 

deployment/use of autonomous weaponry and encourages other countries to do so.  
 (“Fact Sheets & Briefs.” Can the U.S. and Russia Avert a New Arms Race? | Arms Control Association) 

 

ICRC (International Committee of the Red Cross) 
The International Committee of the Red Cross is an organization to help those affected by 

war, conflict, or disasters. Their organization, protocols, and agreements are the core of all IHL 

laws, rights, and procedures. Almost all state parties globally have agreed to be bound by them. 

The conventions they’ve held are supported by two other agreements: “the Additional Protocols of 

1977”: The protection of all victims of armed conflict. (Even hostilities or militants) And the ban on 

operating specific weapons and military tactics.  

 

UNIDR (The United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research)  
            The UNIDR is the core of multilateral and bilateral disarmament. As well as negotiations for 

non-proliferation within the UN. They conduct research on the security and disarmament in war 

conflict and military protocols. They published a report in 2016 “Safety, Unintentional Risk and 
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Accidents in the Weaponization of Increasingly Autonomous Technologies” To further raise 

awareness and initiate discussions within states on a global scale.  

 

Timeline of Events 
 
Date Description of Event 

1899 Before the IHLs, the only law that did protect all people involved in armed conflict was the 

“Martens Clause”. Which was established during the Hague Convention II by F.Martens. 
“Martens Clause.” Weapons Law Encyclopedia 

1963 The brink of the initiation in technological advancements began, when the U.S was 

concerned the Soviet Union may outdo them in technology. “The Pentagon” an advanced 

research project on defense “donates” $2 million to M.I.T university for further exploration 

and research in automated-machine cognition. The sudden large investment and top 

university advances research in AI and computer science for the following years globally.  

1973 During the Vietnam war, the U.S air force test their laser-guided weapons in attempt to 

destroy the “Thanh Hoa Bridge”. They also deploy the first unmanned autonomous 

surveillance aircraft. Their programming consisted of flying in circular patterns and shooting 

film and delivering surveillance. 

1994 The U.S. government grants General Atomics a contract to build a semi-autonomous drone 

called the “RQ-1 Predator”. It was designed to transmit live video footage over the satellite. 

Later on, it begins operating surveillance over Bosnia. By 2001, it has been upgraded to 

deploy Hellfire missiles. The era of killer drones is born.  
2006 By this year, South Korea publicizes their plans to deploy the “Samsung Techwin SGR-A1” 

robots along the demilitarized zone with North Korea. These robots are fully autonomous in 

tracking and targeting. They are armed with machine guns, and if receive human approval, 

can fire and kill. 

 2012 The beginning where researchers begin to question the potential impact of these “killer 

drones”. Is at Cambridge University, where a published article has been released debating 

on the potential threats of AI. “We risk yielding control over the planet to intelligences that 
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are simply indifferent to us, and to things that we consider valuable — things such as life 

and a sustainable environment.”  

2013 Gaining further concern regarding AI’s and autonomous weapons. The Human Rights 

Watch launches a campaign to raise awareness of the current issue. “Campaign to Stop 

Killer Robots” 

2013 The first unmanned autonomous vehicle lands on an aircraft carrier. “The Northrop 

Grumman X-47B” 

2013 117 governments agree in discussing the issues of lethal and fully autonomous weapons in 

the U.N Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons. 

2016 China becomes the first of the permanent members of the United Nations Security Council 

to call for a legally binding international law on the deployment of fully autonomous 

weapons. 

 
Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

 

● Around 1,000 experts in the field of AI and mechanics call for a ban on the deployment of 

autonomous weapons. They came together during July 2015 in Buenos Aires at the International 

Joint Conference on Artificial Intelligence. 

 

● Around 3,000 people and 200 technology companies sign a pledge to neither manufacture, trade, 

deploy, or support the use of fully/lethal autonomous weapons.  

 

● In 1999, a convention on the prohibition of the manufacturer, trade, stockpiling, and deployment of 

anti-personnel mines is established and signed in the Ottawa Treaty. The initial aim of the Ottawa 

treaty was to eradicate these landmines globally.  

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
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The Convention of Geneva ventures to bring countries together to further discuss and evaluate 

the implications of lethal/fully autonomous weapons. This is done in the attempt of calling a universal 

ban on the deployment of these weapons. The Human Rights Watch initiates the campaign ‘’Stop 

Killer Robots’’ in efforts of raising awareness on the issue. And as well bringing countries together to 

further evaluate the implications of the use of autonomous weapons. The campaign urges countries 

to call a ban on the deployment of lethal/fully autonomous weapons.  

 

The UN and other NGOs attempt of negotiating a treaty for a preemptive ban on the 

deployment of fully autonomous weapons. A problem regarding regulating these weapons is the 

accountability gap in case of an “intentional” death of a civilian or commissioner of war crimes. Before 

the conflicting issue of autonomous weapons. It was initially human soldiers or commanding officers 

who were held responsible. Countries have used this accountability gap and other areas of concern 

to further advocate for a preemptive ban. However, with powerful governments, like Russia waving 

off the ban for the purpose of not having the full scope of weapon automation apparent. The 

preemptive ban would need to be generalized as broadly as possible which wouldn’t work in favor of 

resolving the issue as there is yet much to be universally established and discussed concerns 

pertaining to this issue. Other attempts to solve this issue were to straighten and further regulate the 

international and humanitarian laws. However similar complaints made from powerful countries make 

this attempt difficult to be implemented. 

 
Possible Solutions 

  

Considering that some countries have already commenced in the deployment of these 

weapons. In order for the ban to be fully effective and implemented, it would need to be advocated 

and applied by all major countries. The CCW has attempted calling a pre-emptive ban. As 

previously stated, gaining support from many countries, raising awareness, or having larger 

investments made will aid in establishing a preemptive ban.  

 

Since an issue of targeting this issue is the mystified and undiscussed implications and 

concerns behind the deployment of autonomous weapons. One effective way of progressing to 

demystifying undiscussed areas of concern would be to hold case studies in meeting conventions 
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between countries to be evaluated. These case studies would be evaluated pertaining to the effects 

of autonomous weapons in real life or simulated situations. This would be a way of connecting the 

concerns of ethical, security, and legality in the human control of weapon deployment.  
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