
 

     

 

 

Autonomous Unmanned Weaponry: When does artificial 

intelligence go too far? 
 

 

ABOUT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY  
 

The General Assembly is the main deliberative, policymaking and representative organ of the United 

Nations. It is a forum for all member states to discuss a wide range of international issues.The First General 

Assembly is the Disarmament and International Security Committee (DISEC). 

The General Assembly has many roles including: 

● Making recommendations for maintaining international peace and security 

● Making recommendations for the peaceful settlement of any situation that might impair friendly 

relations among nations 

● Initiating studies and making recommendations to promote international political cooperation 

and the realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

 Disarmament and International Security Committee (DISEC) 
SAMUNC, 20th – 23rd, September, 2015 
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ABOUT DISEC 
 

The Disarmament and International Security Committee (DISEC) is the First Committee of the General 

Assembly, which deals with disarmament and related international security questions. Some of the issues 

that DISEC deals with include; reduction of military budgets, preventing an arms race in outer space, 

disarmament, maintenance of international security, establishment of a nuclear-weapon-free-zone, 

reducing nuclear danger, among many others. In general, DISEC focuses on all questions related to arms 

control, determines general measures to enhance international peace and security, and monitors the 

progress of disarmament programs adopted by the General Assembly. 

After 1978 the First Committee started specializing on disarmament, nuclear-weapon-related issues, and 

human activity in outer space. One of the fundamental aims of the United Nations (UN) is to promote 

international security and relative peace among nations. To this end, the UN maintains a security 

framework consisting of the Security Council, the Conference on Disarmament, and the First Committee of 

the General Assembly: Disarmament and International Security (DISEC). This committee is dedicated to 

the principles of international peace and security. 

The powers of DISEC are restricted to those specifically mentioned in Chapter V of the UN 

Charter, and the committee has the added distinction of including representatives from all 192 member 

states, in addition to certain observer groups. The committee is limited by the UN charter in that it is based 

on the international principles of cooperation and cannot dictate action to be taken by any nation: DISEC 

lacks the authority to declare war or to forcibly impose its recommendations upon nations or groups. 

For example, the dispatch of peacekeeping forces is essentially delegated to the domain of the Security 

Council, while the planning of technical details concerning UN disarmament policies and their feasibility 

comes under the jurisdiction of the Convention on Disarmament. As a result, the end suggestions of DISEC 

are communicated in the form of resolutions to the General Assembly and Security Council.  
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While the committee lacks the power to prescribe definite action, the broad representation of nations and 

equal voting structure leads to resolutions viewed with respect and credibility, as they represent a genuine 

agreement among states and are more likely to result in the desired action. 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 
 

‘Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems’ (LAWS), also known as ‘Lethal Autonomous Robots’ (LARs), are 

weapons systems that can make their own decisions and operate independently without human control, 

often over long periods of time in open and diverse terrain. Such technologies include the capacities to 

surveil, identify, and attack targets.  

The US Department of Defense defines an autonomous weapon system as: “once activated, can select and 

engage targets without further intervention by a human operator”. This includes human-supervised 

autonomous weapon systems that are designed to allow human operators to override operation of the 

weapon system, but can select and engage targets without further human input after activation.  

By contrast, automatic systems operate on a set of pre-programmed codes to perform a specific task. 

Automatic systems work based on rules provided by codes or are controlled by a human pilot through 

these rules. These systems include, for example, drones, which operate by use of a human pilot through 

remote control.  

Fictional characterizations of autonomous weapons systems are nothing new. Popular examples would 

include characters from Terminator, I Robot and The Matrix.  While humanoid robotic soldiers may be 

decades off,  drones and missile systems will likely have the capacity to operate on an autonomous basis in 

the near future.   
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As of 2015, there has not been any instance in which a LAWS opened fired on a live target without some 

form of human directive.  However, as the technology progresses, each new generation of weapons 

systems bring with them an increasing capacity for autonomous operation.  

U.S. forces have operated two human-supervised autonomous systems for many years - the Aegis at sea 

and the Patriot on land - both of which are designed to defend against short notice missile attacks. 

However, the U.S. does not operate fully autonomous weapons at present.  Other countries have expressed 

a willingness to develop this technology in the future.    

Autonomous weapon systems are perceived to have several advantages: ƒ   

● They will be much faster at sensing and processing information than humans 

● They will increase the flexibility, speed, and precision of decision-making and targeting. 

● By replacing human fighters, they will spare lives. 

● By lacking emotion they will be able to undertake dull, dirty, and dangerous tasks.ƒ  

● The absence of emotions such as fear, vengeance, or self-interest may lead to outcomes that overall 

are less harmful. 
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Equally, it is perceived that their use will pose a number of threats:ƒ   

● The value of human life may be undermined and devalued if decisions to kill people are taken by 

machines and not humans. 

● Any lethal technology may proliferate, and be misused or abused, and LAWS is no exception. 

● Autonomous weapons may be imperfect and may malfunction, by, for example, confusing 

civilians with combatants. 

● A technology that creates little risk for the party that deploys it, but real risk for the fighters and 

civilians of an enemy that does not possess it, is inherently asymmetrical or even unfair. 

● Autonomous weapon systems lack positive human emotions by design, such as compassion or 

mercy. 
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AUTONOMOUS WEAPONS AND INTERNATIONAL LAW 
 

International humanitarian law (IHL), which governs the rules of armed conflict, does not prohibit the use 

of autonomous weaponry in its present form. This is largely because the legal instruments which comprise 

customary international law were introduced and endorsed by governments many decades before truly 

autonomous weaponry emerged.  

One of the fundamental rules of IHL requires parties to an armed conflict to distinguish between civilian 

persons and civilian objects on one hand, and combatants and military objectives on the other. Parties to a 

conflict must direct their operations only against combatants and military objectives. Where there is doubt, 

a person or object is to be considered civilian and therefore cannot legally be fired upon. There are ongoing 

concerns about the ability of LAWS to do this in the battlefield. 

The most recent discussions from a legal perspective regarding LAWS emerged from the Convention on 

Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) 2015 Meeting of Experts on Laws at the UN in Geneva. Delegates 

discussed the challenges that emerging LAWS technology may pose to IHL at this conference, focusing on 

issues such as the consequences of an uninterrupted accountability chain, targeting systems, precaution in 

the use of force, and proportionality. This meeting did not result in any binding instrument regarding 

LAWS, beyond a commitment to reconvene in Geneva again in 2016 to discuss these issues again.  

IHL is largely governed by the Geneva Conventions, the Hague Conventions, as well as additional 

customary international law or case law. Some have doubted whether these instruments can constrain the 

use of LAWS operationally, and there has been an ongoing push for a ban on such systems. 

Article 36 of Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Convention requires that legal reviews of any new 

weapons system that operates occur at the domestic level. However, beyond this, there is a paucity of 

international legal precedents that prohibit or otherwise restrict the operational usage of LAWS. 
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PERSPECTIVES 
 

United States 
US Department of Defence (DoD) policy is that autonomous weapon systems can only be used to apply 

non-lethal, non-kinetic force unless, pursuant to additional requirements senior defence leadership is 

convinced after thorough testing that the system in question will comply with international law. In 

practice, this means that no blanket prohibition exists at present.  

The US has adopted an additional framework for how its military would consider proposals to develop 

LAWS in the future. The framework establishes a deliberative approval process by senior officials, sets out 

the technical criteria that would need to be satisfied in order to develop autonomous weapon systems, and 

then assigns responsibility within the Defence Department for overseeing their development. 

 

United Kingdom 
The Foreign Office, in a statement has said ‘The United Kingdom is not developing [LAWS], and the 

operation of weapons systems by the UK armed forces will always be under human oversight and control. 

As an indication of our commitment to this, we are focusing development efforts on remotely piloted 

systems rather than highly automated systems’ 

At present, we do not see the need for a prohibition on the use of Laws, as international humanitarian law 

already provides sufficient regulation for [LAWS]’ 
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Other States 
Israel, the People’s Republic of China, Germany, India, the Republic of Korea and Russia are all funding or 

otherwise supporting research into and development of this technology. 

 

Critics 
There are a variety of NGOs, advocacy groups, and other parties that are highly critical of LAWS. The 

Campaign to Stop Killer Robots, for instance, was launched in April of 2013, describing itself as 

‘international coalition that is working to preemptively ban fully autonomous weapons’.  

Their criticisms of LAWS are outlined in this extract: 

Allowing life or death decisions to be made by machines crosses a fundamental moral line. Autonomous 

robots would lack human judgment and the ability to understand context. These qualities are necessary to 

make complex ethical choices on a dynamic battlefield, to distinguish adequately between soldiers and 

civilians, and to evaluate the proportionality of an attack.  As a result, fully autonomous weapons would 

not meet the requirements of the laws of war. 

Replacing human troops with machines could make the decision to go to war easier, which would shift the 

burden of armed conflict further onto civilians. The use of fully autonomous weapons would create an 

accountability gap as there is no clarity on who would be legally responsible for a robot’s actions: the 

commander, programmer, manufacturer, or robot itself? Without accountability, these parties would have 

less incentive to ensure robots did not endanger civilians and victims would be left unsatisfied that 

someone was punished for the harm they experienced. 
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Amnesty International has argued that the operation of LAWS without meaningful human control would 

be incompatible with existing IHL, pointing to the potential inability of LAWS to distinguish civilians and 

combatants, to appropriately evaluate the proportionality of an attack, that there is a lack of necessary 

precautions to minimise harm to civilians. 

Human Rights Watch  has stated that full autonomy is a step too far, with the Arms division Director of 

HRW saying that ‘fully autonomous weapons would cross a fundamental moral and ethical line by ceding 

life and death decisions on the battlefield to machines’.  

The International Committee for Robot Arms Control, a founding member organisation of the Campaign 

to Stop Killer Robots, has urged the international community to introduce a prohibition on these systems 

in light of the ‘pressing dangers they pose to global peace and security’.  
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ISSUES TO ADDRESS 
The SAMUNC 2015 Disarmament and International Security Committee has the challenging task of 

addressing the issue of the autonomous weaponry. As this is a nascent technology, it is important for 

DISEC make meaningful steps towards developing a formal framework for its operation. 

Some key questions to look for your research at are discussed below: 

● How do LAWS differ from conventional or automatic weapons? 

● What technological developments will researchers make in the near future? 

● How do LAWS fit into moral and ethical frameworks? 

● How do nations’ perspectives and views on LAWS differ? Why? 

● How is customary international law challenged by autonomous weapons? 

● How should the research, development, testing and use of LAWS be regulated? Should they be 

lightly or strictly regulated, partially banned or banned outright? How would such regulations or 

prohibitions be enforced? 

● Is there common ground between your State or others regarding a Code of Conduct, regulations, 

restrictions, or prohibition for LAWS? 
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Further research and useful links 
 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/apr/13/uk-opposes-international-ban-on-developing-killer-

robots 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/nov/13/killer-robots-strictly-monitored-un-meeting-geneva  

http://www.stopkillerrobots.org/ 

http://www.stopkillerrobots.org/the-problem/ 

https://www.icrc.org/ihl/INTRO/470 

http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006B8954/(httpAssets)/F8C5780024E4A9DFC1257E290044A685/$file/20

15_LAWS_MX_Amnesty+International_IHL.pdf  

http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006B8954/(httpAssets)/720A8B54CB5DD46DC1257E2600609A83/$file/2

015_LAWS_MX_ICRAC.pdf 

http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006B8954/(httpAssets)/6CF465B62841F177C1257CE8004F9E6B/$file/N

GOHRW_LAWS_GenStatement_2014.pdf  
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http://www.unog.ch/80256EE600585943/(httpPages)/4F0DEF093B4860B4C1257180004B1B30?OpenDocu

ment 

http://www.unog.ch/80256EE600585943/(httpPages)/6CE049BE22EC75A2C1257C8D00513E26?OpenDoc

ument 

http://blogs.reuters.com/great-debate-uk/2014/02/25/should-we-ban-autonomous-weapons/ 

http://www.stopkillerrobots.org/the-problem/ 


